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Content Warning & Disclaimer

Trigger Warning: This book contains themes of domestic violence, emotional and psychological abuse, drug addiction, and survival in an abusive relationship. While the story does not include gratuitous descriptions of violence, it does explore the mental, emotional, and physical toll of long-term abuse in a realistic and sensitive manner.

If you are sensitive to these topics, please read with caution. If you or someone you know is experiencing abuse, resources are available to help.

Disclaimer: This is a work of fiction. While the events and characters in this book are inspired by real-life experiences that many survivors endure, this story is not based on any specific individual or case. The intent of this novel is to shed light on the reality of domestic abuse, honor the strength of survivors, and highlight the importance of finding support and freedom.

If you need help, please consider reaching out to domestic violence hotlines, counseling services, or support groups in your area. You are not alone.

Something as simple as a song can fill us to where we can overcome anything. I wrote this during a rough time and it echoes very deeply with me. We will rise again and take back what should never have been taken.

The Unbroken Mansion.

[Verse] 

Walls so high no echoes past them Underneath the broken glass and Voices screaming silent crashing Built it strong unbroken mansion 

[Verse 2] 

Whispers cut like knives they slice me Hollow shadows dim and dice me Standing tall I won’t let them win From the wreckage rise again 

[Chorus] 

Claim the light reclaim my freedom From the darkness find my kingdom Torn apart but never shattered In this house my soul is gathered 

[Verse 3] 

Chains of words they tried to bind me Burning bridges left behind me Fought through storms and tasted thunder In these halls reclaim my wonder

[Bridge] 

Echoes fade the past is blurry Surging forward break the fury From the ashes rise undaunted Hear my spirit scream un-haunted 

[Chorus] 

Claim the light reclaim my freedom From the darkness find my kingdom Torn apart but never shattered In this house my soul is gathered

https://suno.com/song/608dd416-200d-4eba-a576-f692425733dc

To those who have walked through the fire and emerged stronger, to those who are still standing in the flames, and to those who have yet to find the courage to escape... this story is for you.

Abuse is not always a bruised cheek or a broken bone, it can be the slow erosion of self-worth, the quiet suffocation of dreams, the manipulation that makes you doubt your own reality. It can be the words left unsaid, the love turned to fear, the chains that are invisible but unyielding.

I once believed that love meant enduring, that patience could mend cruelty, that if I was good enough, kind enough, quiet enough, things would change. Love should never be a cage, and survival should never be mistaken for living.

This is not just a story of escape, it is a story of reclamation, of rebuilding... of rising from the ashes and daring to be whole again.

And if you, dear reader, find pieces of yourself in these pages, I want you to know... you are not alone.

You are not powerless.

You are not beyond saving.

You deserve more than survival.

You deserve to live.

And when you are ready, when you take that first trembling step toward freedom, know that there is a world waiting for you. A world where you are not someone’s possession, not someone’s punching bag, not someone’s shadow.

You are your own. And you are enough.

With all my heart...  Katlyn Rose

Journal Entry

“I once believed in fairy tales. In happy endings. But life isn’t a storybook, and heroes don’t always come to the rescue. Sometimes, you have to be your own hero. You have to fight for your freedom, for your happiness. This house, this life, is my battleground and I will no longer surrender.

I’ve spent too many years in the shadows, letting someone else dictate my worth and my destiny. I’ve endured words that cut deeper than any knife, and I’ve borne the weight of silence that suffocates like a heavy humid day. But within this silence, I found a voice, a whisper of defiance that grows stronger with each passing day.

This mansion, once a symbol of opulence and promise, became a prison. Its grandeur turned to dust, mirroring the disintegration of my own spirit. But now, as I walk through its sterile, cold halls, I see more than just coldness, I see potential. I see a reflection of my own journey... a story of endurance and the power of rebirth.

Every white wall, every shiny mirrored window, tells a story of neglect, but also of survival. Unlike these pristine walls, I’ve been battered and scarred, but I am still standing. I am reclaiming my space, my essence, and my dignity.

I’ve learned that freedom isn’t just a state of being... it’s a state of mind. It’s the courage to face your fears, to stand up to those who seek to diminish you, and to carve out your own path in a world that tries to confine you. Freedom is the choice to rise each day with a renewed sense of purpose, despite the battles you’ve fought, the ones you’re fighting, and those that lie ahead.

As I change the sterile, white walls, I am also stripping away the layers of doubt and pain that have enshrouded my soul. Each brushstroke of paint, each new tile, is a step towards healing, a declaration of my determination to rebuild not just a home, but a sanctuary, a place where I can breathe freely, where my spirit can soar unburdened.

In the quiet moments, as the sun filters through the pristine glass, casting vibrant patterns on the floor, I feel a connection to the woman I once was and the woman I am becoming. The echoes of laughter that once filled these rooms are not lost... they are being rekindled, woven into the fabric of a new beginning.

This is my journey of transformation. A journey of reclaiming my power and redefining my story. The scars I bear are not marks of defeat but of battles won, of strength tested and proven. This house will stand tall and warm once more, just as I will stand tall against any storm that comes my way.

So, I write these words as a promise to myself. A vow that no matter how dark the days ahead may seem, no matter how heavy the burden, I will continue to fight. I will carve out my own happy ending, one forged from the fires of defiance and the strength of an unbreakable spirit. This house, this life, is my battleground, and I will not surrender.”
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Chapter 1
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The clang of the clock’s pendulum was sharp, cutting through the silence of the dining room like a knife. I could hear the steady drip of the kitchen faucet in the next room, a sound Riley swore didn’t exist but had been taunting me for weeks. I stood at the head of the dining table like a servant, clutching a cloth napkin so tightly my knuckles ached. Riley had ordered me to stand there as he sliced into his steak with the precision of a surgeon. He hadn’t said a word since I served dinner, but the tension in the air felt heavy, almost suffocating.

“This is overcooked,” he finally muttered, barely looking up. His tone was dismissive, flat.

I gritted my teeth. “I followed the recipe exactly. Maybe the problem isn’t the steak.”

His knife clattered against the plate as he dropped it. Riley glared up at me, his gray eyes narrowing. “Don’t start, Janette. Not tonight.”

“Not tonight?” I repeated, my voice shaking despite my best effort to steady it. “It’s never the night, is it, Riley? It’s never the time to talk about anything that matters. Nothing I do is good enough any longer, so when would be a good time if not tonight?”

“You’re overreacting,” he said, leaning back in his chair. The smugness in his tone was like nails on a chalkboard. “As usual. Take care with your tone, Janette.”

I could feel the heat rising to my face. My nails dug into the napkin, and I forced myself to release it, smoothing the fabric against the table as though that would calm the storm inside me. “Do you even hear yourself? Do you have any idea what it’s like to...”

He cut me off. “To what, be you?” He laughed, it was cold and mocking. “Please, enlighten me.”

The words stuck in my throat, tangled with the years of swallowed frustrations and unmet expectations. The dining room, with its sterile white walls and polished glass table, suddenly felt too small, too clinical. I glanced at the vase on the sideboard, its glossy red surface gleaming under the overhead light. It was the one thing I had chosen in this room, a rare piece of myself that had survived Riley’s endless revisions of our home.

“Go on,” he prompted, gesturing with his fork. “Let’s hear it. What’s the tragedy this time... other than this meal?”

The dam broke.

“You!” I snapped, my voice louder than I intended. “It’s you, Riley! Every day it’s something else... something wrong with the food, the house, the way I breathe. God forbid I speak my mind or want something for myself! You’ve sucked the life out of everything.”

The room seemed to tilt as the words poured out of me. Riley froze, his fork suspended in the air. His calm facade cracked, revealing a flicker of something sharper, anger, maybe, or disbelief.

“You’re delusional,” he said, his voice low and cutting. He set his fork down with deliberate slowness. “Do you even hear the nonsense coming out of your mouth?”

My hands trembled as I leaned on the table for support. “Nonsense? You’ve micromanaged every inch of my life! I can’t even pick a throw pillow without your approval. Do you have any idea how exhausting it is to live like this? It’s imperfect perfection created by you.”

He stood suddenly, his chair scraping loudly against the floor. He towered over me, his shadow stretching across the room. “Careful, Janette,” he said, his tone like ice. “You’re walking a very thin line.”

The air between us crackled with unspoken threats. My heart pounded, my breath coming in shallow bursts. I couldn’t look away from him, couldn’t move. The years of submission, of biting my tongue and playing the role he demanded, held me like chains, but now, something inside me, something raw and desperate snapped.

My hand moved before I could think. The vase shattered against the wall behind him, crimson shards raining down onto the stark white floor. The sound was deafening, a sharp punctuation to my rage. Riley flinched, his head whipping around to the destruction I had caused. For a moment, neither of us spoke.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” he demanded, his voice rising. His face flushed with anger as he stepped toward me.

“What’s wrong with me?” My voice cracked, but I didn’t back down. “What’s wrong with you, Riley? Do you even see what you’ve done to me, to this house, to us? You’ve turned everything into a damn museum. A monument to your ego! You’ve taken me out of the equation, there’s nothing of me left in this house.”

He scoffed, shaking his head as if I were a child throwing a tantrum. “Oh, don’t give me that martyr crap. You’ve had every opportunity to...”

“To what?” I interrupted, my voice trembling. “To live under your thumb. To be a prop in the perfect little life you’ve curated. To stand behind you and take orders like a servant. I’m done, Riley. I’m done being invisible.”

His jaw tightened, his lips pressing into a thin line. For a moment, I thought he might strike me, but instead, he stepped back, his eyes narrowing. “You’re insane,” he said, his voice quiet but venomous. “You’re becoming completely unhinged.”

“Maybe I am, but you made me that way,” I told him, my voice barely above a whisper. “At least I’ll finally be awake if I am going crazy.”

He stared at me for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Then, without another word, he turned and walked out of the room, the sound of his footsteps fading down the hall.

I sank into the nearest chair, my legs trembling too much to hold me up. The shards of the vase glittered on the floor, a violent splash of color against the sterile backdrop. My chest heaved as I tried to catch my breath, the silence in the room deafening.

For the first time in years, I felt something other than fear or resignation. It was small, fragile, but undeniable, a spark of something that felt dangerously close to hope. I walked out of the dining room not willing to clean up.

——
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The next morning, sunlight poured through the dining room windows, too bright against the cold white walls. The red shards of the broken vase were gone and the table was cleared, Riley must have swept them up sometime after I’d gone to bed. Of course, he hadn’t said a word about it. That wasn’t his style. He’d rather let the silence hang like a noose, a constant reminder of who controlled the rope.

The room felt colder than usual. I stood at the edge of the table, staring at the clean patch of wall where the vase had shattered. My fingers twitched, craving the weight of something solid to throw again. The space where it had hung was a void, a gaping reminder of what I’d lost in more ways than one.

“Is this it?” I whispered aloud, my voice hoarse. “Is this all there is?”

The words felt strange coming out of my mouth, like they belonged to someone else. Someone braver. I pressed a hand to my chest, feeling the steady thud of my heart beneath my palm. It felt foreign, as though it had been asleep for years and had only just started beating again.

The faint sound of Riley’s voice drifted from his study down the hall. I didn’t need to strain to hear him, he was probably on a call, barking orders in that clipped tone he reserved for his employees. He was so predictable. So painfully, infuriatingly predictable.

I turned on my heel, the faint echo of my footsteps bouncing off the polished floors. The house was too clean, too perfect, too empty. Each step felt like a challenge, as though the walls themselves were daring me to keep going. I passed the living room, its cold gray furniture sitting like lifeless mannequins in a department store window. I turned the corner and stopped in front of the mirror hanging in the hallway.

The woman staring back at me was a stranger. Her blonde hair, now streaked with silver, hung limp around her face. Her eyes, once bright with ambition and curiosity, looked tired, defeated. A single wrinkle creased the corner of her mouth, not from smiling but from pressing her lips together, silencing herself for too long.

“What happened to you?” I asked the reflection. My voice cracked, and I looked away.

A sharp knock at the door startled me. I flinched, then laughed under my breath. God, when had I become so jumpy? Peering through the peephole, I spotted Maggie, the neighbor from three houses down. She was holding a Tupperware container and wearing the kind of smile that begged for a moment of gossip. Maggie was in her late forties, with chestnut hair that always seemed perfect, even on rainy days. Her floral-print dress clashed with her bright green gardening gloves, but she carried herself with the confidence of someone who didn’t care.

I opened the door, trying to muster a polite smile.

“Janette!” Maggie chirped, holding out the container. “I baked too many scones this morning. Thought you might enjoy some.”

“Thanks, Maggie,” I said, taking the container. “That’s... thoughtful of you.”

Her eyes darted past me, scanning the entryway as if looking for cracks in the veneer. “Everything okay? On my walk last night, I thought I heard something, sounded like a crash coming from your house.”

My grip tightened on the Tupperware. “Just dropped something while I was cleaning,” I said, my tone sharper than I intended. “Nothing important.”

Maggie raised a perfectly arched eyebrow but didn’t press. “Well, if you need anything, you know where to find me. We missed you at the book club last month.”

Book club. I had forgotten all about it. Another thing Riley had dismissed as a waste of time, pulling me further into isolation.

“I’ll try to make it next time,” I said, the words tasting like a lie even as I spoke them. Maggie’s gaze lingered for a moment longer, but she just nodded and stepped back.

“Take care, Janette,” she said, her voice softening. “And if you need anything... anything at all, I’m just a couple doors down.” She waved and walked back down the cobblestone path, disappearing around the corner. I hated how I treated the kind woman, but Riley didn’t like her so I tried to keep them apart.

I closed the door and leaned against it, the cool wood pressing into my back. My fingers fumbled with the lid of the Tupperware until I managed to pry it off. The scones inside were golden brown, the kind of perfect that only seemed to exist in glossy cookbooks. I bit into one absentmindedly. It was buttery, flaky, and delicious. I hated how much I liked it. I hated that I no longer felt like cooking like this anymore. “Too messy,” was Riley’s comment when I tried.

I carried the container into the kitchen and set it on the counter. The room was spotless, the stainless steel appliances gleaming under the artificial light. I opened the cabinet for a plate but stopped, staring at the rows of pristine white dishes. They were Riley’s choice, like everything else in this house. Perfectly uniform, perfectly boring, nothing out of place.

“No,” I muttered, slamming the cabinet shut. I grabbed a napkin instead and ate another scone, standing right there in the middle of the kitchen. Crumbs fell onto the floor, and I didn’t bother picking them up. A small rebellion, but it felt good.

The faint sound of Riley’s voice reached me again. His study door creaked as he opened it, his heavy footsteps moving toward the kitchen. My stomach tightened, the brief sense of peace evaporating as quickly as it had come.

“What’s this?” Riley asked, eyeing the container on the counter. He wasn’t looking at me, not really, just at the scones, his face twisted in mild disgust. “Maggie again?”

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

“You should tell her to stop doing that,” he said, pulling a glass from the cabinet. “It’s annoying.” He glanced at the floor where I stood. “And messy.”

“They’re pretty good,” I said quietly, surprising even myself. “It wouldn’t hurt you to taste one.”

Riley paused, turning to face me fully. “What did you say?”

“I said they’re good,” I repeated, louder this time, leaving the last line out. “She’s trying to be nice, Riley. Maybe you should try it sometime as well.”

His lips pressed into a thin line, and he set the glass down with a deliberate thud. “Careful, Janette.”

“Or what?” The words came out before I could stop them, my voice trembling but steady. “What happens if I’m not careful, Riley? You’ll take away something else? This house? My money? My voice?”

Riley stepped closer, his face inches from mine. “Don’t start this again,” he said, his voice low and dangerous. “I’ve been more than patient with you.”

I held my ground, refusing to look away. “Patient? Is that what you call it? Because it feels a hell of a lot like control.”

For a moment, I thought he might yell, might lash out. But instead, he turned away, grabbing his glass and filling it with water. “You’re not thinking clearly,” he said, his tone dismissive. “Maybe you should take a walk or something. Clear your head.”

I didn’t respond. I couldn’t. My hands were shaking, and I clenched them into fists to stop it. Riley walked out of the kitchen without another word, leaving me alone in the cold, sterile silence.

I stood there for a long time, staring at the crumbs on the floor. The sunlight streaming through the window caught on something shiny, the edge of a shard Riley must have dropped when he swept up the vase. I bent down and picked it up, turning it over in my hand. The red glass sparkled, sharp and beautiful.

A single thought ran through my mind, quiet but insistent... “This isn’t over. He’s trying to make me look crazy, I know I’m not.”

——
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The house was quiet that afternoon. Too quiet. The kind of silence that pressed against my chest, thick and stifling. Riley had left an hour earlier, barking a vague “I have meetings” over his shoulder as he slammed the door behind him. He hadn’t even noticed I didn’t respond.

Good. I needed him gone.

I wandered down the hall, my footsteps echoing against the polished floors. It felt strange to walk through this house without Riley’s presence sending nonverbal orders constantly. I stopped in front of the door to the smallest guest bedroom, which really wasn’t small, just one of the smaller ones, the one he had always referred to as "storage." It wasn’t storage. It had never been storage.

It was my room... or, at least, it was supposed to be.

I pushed open the door, and a faint wave of dust greeted me. Sunlight poured through the single window, streaking the air with golden lines that illuminated the forgotten furniture. A desk sat in the corner, its surface bare save for a few scattered papers and a chipped mug. The small loveseat against the far wall was draped with an old quilt, its edges frayed but still vibrant with shades of blue and green.

The room smelled faintly of wood polish and something musty, like old memories left to rot. I crossed the threshold slowly, my fingers trailing along the doorframe as though the act of entering might stir a ghost. The air in the room felt different, lighter somehow, as if it had been waiting for me to return.

I stepped up to the desk, brushing my hand across its surface. Dust clung to my fingertips, gritty and unpleasant. I didn’t remember the last time I’d been in here. Riley had insisted I keep it clean, but he never said I had to use it. Over time, his offhand comments about “that wasted space” had made me feel guilty for even thinking about it. I seldom entered it now, even to clean it.

I pulled out the chair and sat down. The wood creaked beneath my weight, the sound startling in the otherwise silent room. For a moment, I just sat there, staring at the empty walls. They used to be covered with photos, sketches, little bits of inspiration I’d pinned up over the years. Riley had made me take them all down. “Clutter,” he’d called it.

My hands fidgeted in my lap. I didn’t know where to start.

A sharp knock on the front door jolted me out of my thoughts. My heart leapt into my throat as I hurried to the window, peering through the dusty curtains. It wasn’t Riley, thank God. It was a delivery driver, Derrick, I thought his name was, standing next to a tall stack of boxes on a dolly.

I opened the door, squinting against the afternoon sun. “Hi, Derrick,” I said, my voice softer than I intended.

“Afternoon, Mrs. Harrington,” Derrick said, tipping his cap. He was a wiry man in his early thirties, with a friendly face and a perpetual layer of dust clinging to his uniform. “Got a few packages for you.”

“Of course,” I said, stepping aside as he wheeled the dolly inside.

He set the boxes down in the entryway, wiping his hands on his jeans. “Big order today,” he said with a chuckle. “New furniture?”

“Something like that,” I said, though I hadn’t ordered anything new in years. Riley usually handled purchases like that. My gaze flickered to the labels on the boxes. His name was printed on all of them, the return address belonging to one of his favorite furniture showrooms.

Derrick gave me a small wave as he headed back to his truck. I closed the door behind him, leaning against it for a moment as I stared at the pile of boxes. Riley had been redecorating one of the rooms again. The thought made wonder which room and why.

I took a deep breath and turned back toward the hallway, forcing myself to ignore the boxes for now. I wasn’t going to let him ruin my day.

When I returned to the small guest room, I stood in the doorway, letting my gaze sweep across the space. The room was mine. Riley might have erased the marks I’d left on the rest of the house, but he hadn’t changed this one completely, not yet.

I opened the closet, half-expecting to find it empty. Instead, I was greeted by stacks of old sketchbooks, rolls of fabric samples, and a small box labeled “Janette’s Keepsakes” in my handwriting.

My breath hitched as I knelt down, pulling the box out and setting it on the floor. I thought this had been relegated to the afterlife along with the rest of my things. I lifted the lid carefully, as though the contents might shatter if I moved too quickly. Inside were remnants of a life I’d nearly forgotten, a dried flower from my wedding bouquet, a bundle of letters from my sister Jules, a framed photo of me and Suz from college, both of us grinning like fools with paint smeared on our faces.

My fingers brushed over a small notebook at the bottom of the box. It was leather-bound, its edges worn from years of use. I opened it to the first page, my breath catching as I read the words scrawled in my younger handwriting:

“Design Dreams: Ideas for My Future.”

I flipped through the pages, the sketches and notes transporting me back to a time when I believed the world was mine to shape. Back before Riley, before the house became a monument to his vision instead of mine.

The notebook trembled in my hands. I wanted that life back, the life where my ideas mattered, where my voice wasn’t just an echo lost in the vastness of Riley’s ego.

I stood, clutching the notebook to my chest. The room felt different now, charged with a purpose I hadn’t felt in years. I wasn’t sure where to start, but I knew one thing, I was going to make this space mine again. I wasn’t sleeping in his bed any longer I decided as well. Time for a complete change.

By the time Riley returned home, the sun had begun its descent, painting the sterile white walls of the dining room in streaks of gold and amber. I had spent the last few hours cleaning out the small guest room, reclaiming it bit by bit. Dust clouds swirled in the air, sticking to my skin, and my arms ached from dragging boxes and moving furniture. Despite the exhaustion, there was a strange satisfaction in seeing the room take shape again.

But that satisfaction evaporated the moment I heard the front door slam shut.

“Janette!” Riley’s voice cut through the house, sharp and demanding as always. I flinched, the sound grating against my already frayed nerves.

I stepped into the hallway just as he appeared, still wearing the crisp suit he’d left in that morning. His tie was loosened, but his expression was anything but relaxed.

“What’s all this?” He gestured toward the stack of boxes Derrick had delivered earlier, his tone dripping with irritation.

“I didn’t touch them,” I said evenly. “They’re yours, aren’t they?”

He frowned, his eyes narrowing as if he didn’t trust my answer. “What do you mean, they’re mine?”

“They’re addressed to you,” I said, crossing my arms. “From that furniture place you like. I assumed it’s something for your study or one of the rooms you’ve decided to sterilize even more.”

He scoffed, brushing past me to inspect the boxes. “You could have brought them into my study, you know, or at least called me to ask what to do with them.”

“I’m not your assistant, Riley,” I said, the words escaping before I could stop them.

He froze, slowly turning to face me. The look on his face was one I knew well, a simmering anger, the kind that always led to sharp words or worse.

“What did you just say?” he asked, his voice low and dangerous.

“I said I’m not your assistant,” I repeated, my pulse quickening. “I’m not here to take orders or clean up after you like some damn maid.”

His lips pressed into a thin line, and for a moment, I thought he might yell. But instead, he laughed, a short, bitter sound that made my stomach twist.

“You’ve been in a mood lately. Must be hormonal,” he said, shaking his head. “I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but you’d better get over it quickly.”

“Maybe it’s because I’m tired, Riley,” I said, stepping closer. My hands were trembling, but I didn’t back down. “Tired of walking on eggshells, tired of being ignored, tired of living in this house like I’m a guest instead of the person who built it with you.”

“You didn’t build anything,” he snapped. “I’m the one who pays for everything here. I’m the one who makes sure this house doesn’t fall apart. And you, you sit around feeling sorry for yourself.”

The words stung, but they didn’t surprise me. I’d heard variations of them so many times that they had almost lost their power... almost.

“Feeling sorry for myself?” I repeated, my voice rising. “You think I’ve just been sitting here, doing nothing? Do you even hear yourself, Riley, or do you only listen to the sound of your own voice?”

He stepped closer, towering over me. “Watch it, Janette,” he said, his voice a low growl. “You’re getting dangerously close to saying something you’ll regret.”

I didn’t move. I didn’t blink. “Maybe I already regret everything.”

The silence that followed was deafening. Riley stared at me, his jaw tightening, his hands clenched into fists at his sides. For a moment, I thought he might explode, but instead, he turned and walked away, muttering something under his breath that I couldn’t make out.

I exhaled shakily, my knees threatening to give out beneath me. The tension lingered in the air long after Riley disappeared into his study, slamming the door behind him.

I returned to the guest room, my sanctuary-in-progress, and leaned against the doorframe. The air felt lighter here, albeit, somewhat dusty, but untouched by the weight of Riley’s anger. I glanced around at the scattered boxes and furniture, trying to remember the last time I’d done something purely for myself.

The notebook I had found earlier was still sitting on the desk, its pages filled with sketches and ideas from a younger, more optimistic version of me. I flipped it open, my fingers tracing the lines of a drawing I’d made years ago, a cozy sitting area with soft chairs, warm lighting, and a small bookshelf.

It wasn’t much, but it was a start.

I pulled the quilt off the loveseat and draped it over the armrest, smoothing out the wrinkles. The colors seemed brighter now, more alive. Next, I tackled the desk, wiping away the dust and arranging a small stack of notebooks and pens in the corner. It wasn’t perfect, but it was mine.

The sound of Riley’s muffled voice seeped through the walls, a reminder that he was still here, still lurking. But for the first time in a long time, I didn’t feel completely powerless.

——
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The following morning, I was in the middle of rearranging the bookshelves when Suz called. Her voice crackled through the speakerphone, warm and familiar, like a lifeline in the chaos.

“Hey, Janette,” she said. “You sound out of breath. What’s going on?”

“I’m cleaning out the guest room, um, my old new room,” I said, propping the phone against a stack of books.

“Finally!” Suz exclaimed. “I’ve been telling you to do that for years. What brought this on?”

“Let’s just say I’ve had enough of living like a ghost and sleeping in the same bed with Riley,” I said, a wry smile tugging at my lips.

“That’s the spirit,” Suz said. “Do you need help? I can come over this weekend if you want.”

“That’d be nice,” I said, my chest tightening with gratitude. “I could use the company.”

“Good. I’ll bring coffee and donuts,” Suz said. “And maybe some sanity. You sound like you need it.”

I laughed, the sound startling in its rarity. “You have no idea.”

By the time Riley emerged from his study later that day, I had made significant progress. The guest room was starting to feel like a real space again, my space.

“What are you doing?” he asked, leaning against the doorframe with a frown.

“Reclaiming this room,” I said without looking up.

“Reclaiming it from what?” he asked, his tone dripping with sarcasm. “Dust?”

“From neglect,” I said, meeting his gaze. “And from you. I’m moving in here, Riley.”

His expression darkened, but he didn’t respond. Instead, he turned and walked away, his silence louder than any argument.

I watched him go, my heart pounding in my chest. This wasn’t over, not by a long shot, and for the first time in years, I felt like I was finally starting to take back control.

That evening, the light filtered through the window of the guest room, casting soft, golden rays on the quilt-covered loveseat. The room still smelled faintly of dust and old wood polish, but it was beginning to feel alive again, like a space that was all mine. I sat cross-legged on the floor, the leather-bound notebook open in front of me, pages spread out like whispers from my younger self.

Sketches of cozy corners and notes scrawled in the margins stared back at me. “Soft lighting for a reading nook” was written in a handwriting I barely recognized as my own. I traced the words with my finger, the ink faded but still legible. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d let myself dream like that.

The door creaked open behind me, breaking my concentration. Riley’s shadow stretched across the floor as he leaned against the frame, arms crossed.

“What are you doing now?” he asked, his tone dripping with suspicion. “And why isn’t dinner ready?”

I didn’t look up right away. Instead, I let the silence hang between us, drawing out his impatience. When I finally spoke, my voice was steady. “I’m making plans, and dinner is in the refrigerator, there’s plenty of food.”

“It’s your job to have dinner prepared.” He paused. “Plans for what?” he scoffed. “This room? You’re wasting your time, Janette.”

I lifted my head to meet his gaze. “Again, Riley, I’m not your servant. Sometimes I don’t feel like cooking. Tonight is one of those nights. AND... I don’t think this is a waste.”

Riley’s lips twisted into a smirk. “You’re not serious. This is just another one of your little projects that you’ll abandon halfway through. And don’t think of coming back to what I’ll now classify as MY room.” He made me moving out of our room sound like it was his idea. Jerk.

The words hit like small, calculated punches, each one aimed to bruise, but I refused to let him see the impact. “We’ll see about this being my room,” I said, turning back to the notebook. “You don’t have to like it. You don’t even have to come in and look at it.”

His smirk faltered for a fraction of a second before he straightened. “Just don’t let your mess bleed into the rest of the house,” he said, retreating down the hallway.

As soon as I heard the click of his study door, I let out a shaky breath. My hands were trembling, but not from fear this time. It was something else, something quieter but no less powerful, it was a power I thought I’d lost.

——
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The next morning, I woke early, the house still cloaked in the quiet hum of dawn. I padded barefoot into the kitchen, my robe wrapped tightly around me. The floor was cold against my feet, but I didn’t care, because for the first time in years, I felt a flicker of excitement.

The coffee maker gurgled as it brewed a fresh pot, filling the air with its comforting aroma. I poured myself a cup and carried it back to the guest room, balancing it carefully on the edge of the desk as I flipped through the notebook. My to-do list was growing, and I was itching to start.

The first task was simple, bring light back into the room. The single window was covered with a heavy, beige curtain that swallowed any sunlight that tried to peek through. I tugged at the fabric, the curtain rod rattling as I pulled it all down. Dust puffed onto my face, making me cough, but the sight of the light flowing through bare window was worth it.

Sunlight flooded the room, bathing the walls in a warm glow. It was a small change, but it transformed the space instantly. I smiled, a genuine, unguarded smile that felt foreign on my face.

Later that morning, Suz arrived, true to her word. She carried a tray of coffee cups and a box of donuts, her blonde hair pulled back into a messy bun. Suz had the kind of energy that filled a room, her presence a balm to the tension that was building in the house.

“Well, this is cozy,” she said, stepping into the guest room. Her eyes swept over the cleared floor, the rearranged furniture, and the stack of books on the desk. “You’ve been busy.”

“It’s a start,” I said, handing her one of the coffee cups. “I’m trying to make it mine again.”

Suz took a sip, her gaze settling on the notebook. “Is that your old design book?”

I nodded. “I found it in the closet. I can’t believe it was still here after all these years.”

“You used to spend hours sketching in that thing,” Suz reminded me, flipping through the pages. “It’s like seeing a piece of you I thought was gone.”

“It feels like that to me, too,” I admitted, my voice barely above a whisper. “I’m trying to find her again.”

Suz smiled, her expression softening. “You will, Janette. Can’t happen all at once as much as we’d like it to.”

As the day wore on, we worked together to bring the room to life. Suz helped me scrub the walls, clearing away years of dust and neglect. We rearranged the furniture, dragging the loveseat closer to the window and setting a small table beside it. Suz even convinced me to add a splash of color with a vase of fresh flowers she’d brought from her garden, bright yellow daffodils that stood out against the muted tones of the room.

By the time we finished, the space felt transformed. It wasn’t perfect, but it finally felt like mine. The air felt lighter, the sunlight warmer, and for the first time in years, the house didn’t feel quite so suffocating.

——
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Riley came home that evening, his footsteps heavy as he walked through the house. He stopped in the hallway outside the guest room, his eyes narrowing as he took in the changes.

“What’s this?” he asked, his voice sharp.

“My old, now new room,” I told him simply.

He stepped inside, his gaze darting to the flowers on the table, the open notebook on the desk, the rearranged furniture. “You’ve been busy.”

“I have,” I said, meeting his gaze. “I’ve got more to go, but I’m happy with it. What do you think?” I tried to draw some nice remark from the man.

Riley’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t say anything. Instead, he turned and left, retreating to his study without another word.

That night, I sat in the loveseat, the daffodils glowing softly in the moonlight. The house was quiet, and for the first time, it didn’t feel oppressive, it felt... peaceful.

I opened the notebook again, my pen hovering over the blank page. The words came slowly at first, hesitant and unsure, but they began to flow. I wrote about the room, about the sunlight and the flowers and the way it felt to take back something that was mine. I just let my  mind and fingers wander. It wasn’t much, but it was a start. A mustard seed of hope. And I was ready to watch it grow.
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Chapter 2
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The rain began in the early morning, soft and steady, the kind that seemed to linger in the air rather than fall outright. I stood by the window of the guest room, watching the droplets gather and slide down the glass, blurring the outline of the garden beyond. The daffodils Suz had brought yesterday still stood vibrant against the gray light, a small patch of color in an otherwise muted world.

My notebook lay open on the desk behind me, the blank page a silent challenge. I had spent the better part of the night thinking about what to do next, my mind flitting between ideas like moths around a flame. But now, with the morning stretching ahead and the rain tapping softly on the windows, I knew I needed to move forward. And then it hit me.

I turned back to the desk, running my fingers over the worn leather cover of the notebook. I opened it to the page where I had started a rough sketch of the room. The lines were shaky, unfinished, but there was potential there, a vision waiting to be brought to life.

The question was... where to begin?

I wandered into the kitchen, the scent of freshly brewed coffee pulling me from my thoughts. Suz had left her favorite travel mug behind yesterday, its cheerful blue-and-white stripes a stark contrast to Riley’s sleek, monochrome aesthetic. I filled it halfway, noting the smear of lipstick on the rim that made me smile.

I had just taken my first sip when Riley’s voice carried from the study. “Janette, are you busy?” The question wasn’t a question. It was a summons.

I sighed, setting the mug down with more force than necessary. Wiping my hands on my robe, I stepped into the hallway and followed the sound of his voice. He was sitting at his desk, papers spread out in front of him, his laptop open to a spreadsheet I didn’t care to decipher.

“What is it, Riley?” I asked, keeping my tone neutral.

He looked up, his expression unreadable. “I need you to call the landscaper. The hedges out back are overgrown, and it’s starting to look unkempt.”

“I thought you liked the hedges trimmed that way,” I said, folding my arms.

Riley’s eyes narrowed, a flicker of annoyance crossing his face. “I don’t have time to debate with you about landscaping, Janette. Just make the call.”

“I’m not your secretary, Riley,” I said, the words slipping out before I could stop them.

His jaw tightened, but he didn’t respond right away. Instead, he leaned back in his chair, his gaze sharp and calculating. “What’s gotten into you lately?” he again asked. “You’ve been pushing the limits of what I’m willing to take.”

“I’m just tired of being invisible or subservient,” I said quietly. “That’s it. I live here too and want to do something worthwhile with what life I have left.”

His lips curved into a cold smile. “Well, I’d hate for you to feel invisible,” he said, his voice laced with sarcasm. “By all means, make yourself useful.” He looked at me like I was a fleck of dust, “Just do it on your own time and in your own space. Call the landscaper.”

I turned and walked out before I could say something I’d regret. The air in the hallway felt heavy, suffocating, and I made a beeline for the guest room, my safe haven. I closed the door behind me, leaning against it as I tried to steady my breathing.

The rain had stopped by mid-morning, leaving the garden glistening under a layer of mist. I stood by the window, my sketchbook in hand, letting my eyes wander over the landscape. The hedges Riley had complained about were overgrown, yes, but in a way that felt wild and alive. They reminded me of the gardens I used to love, untamed and full of life, not pruned to within an inch of their existence.

I flipped open the sketchbook, letting my pencil hover over the blank page. The ideas were there, bubbling just beneath the surface, but I couldn’t quite put them into focus. The room was a start, but the house itself needed more. It needed to breathe again.

——
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A knock on the front door broke my concentration. I turned to see Suz standing in the doorway, a canvas bag slung over her shoulder. She was wearing her usual uniform of leggings and an oversized sweater, her hair pulled back into a ponytail.

“I brought reinforcements,” she said, holding up the bag. “Paint samples, fabric swatches, the works. Thought you might need a little inspiration.”

“You have no idea how much I need this,” I said, smiling as she stepped inside.

We spent the next few hours poring over the contents of Suz’s bag. The paint samples were spread out across the floor, a kaleidoscope of colors that felt like a lifeline after years of sterile whites and grays. Suz held up a swatch of deep emerald green, her eyes lighting up.

“This,” she said, waving it in the air, “would look amazing in the dining room. Warm, rich, inviting, it’s everything that room isn’t right now.”

“I was thinking about starting smaller,” I said, flipping through a stack of fabric swatches. “Let’s remodel this room first, maybe. It’s less overwhelming.”

“Fair,” Suz said, plopping down on the loveseat. “But don’t wait too long to start another. You’re starting to build momentum now, and I don’t want you to lose it.”

I nodded, her words sinking in. Momentum. It felt fragile, like a spark that could be snuffed out if I wasn’t careful. But it was there, waiting for me to grab it and run.

By the time Suz left, the guest room was awash in ideas. The walls were dotted with sticky notes, each one scrawled with a word or phrase, “Soft lighting,” “Velvet curtains,” “Functional but cozy.” My sketchbook was full of rough drawings, and the small table by the loveseat was piled high with fabric swatches and paint samples.

I stood in the middle of the room, turning in a slow circle. The vision was starting to take shape, like a puzzle with the edges finally filled in. 

That afternoon, I sat on the loveseat, the sketchbook balanced on my knees. The daffodils Suz had brought sat on the table beside me, still bright and crisp, their bright yellow petals glowing softly in the lamplight. The house was quiet, Riley had gone out, leaving me with a rare moment of solitude.

I flipped to a fresh page in the sketchbook, my pencil poised over the paper. Slowly, the lines began to take form. A room, warm and inviting, with soft chairs and a fireplace. A place where people could gather, where life could be lived. A seed of hope, taking root.

The guest room had become my haven, the one place in the house that felt like mine. As I sat cross-legged on the floor, surrounded by fabric swatches and paint samples Suz had left the day before, I realized how much work lay ahead. This wasn’t just about transforming a room, this was about reclaiming a life.

——
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The next morning, a sharp rap on the door jolted me from my thoughts. For a split second, I wondered if Riley had come to pester me about my latest "distraction," but the knock was a little too light, almost tentative. I crossed the room and opened the door to find Jules standing there, a travel mug in one hand and a canvas tote slung over her shoulder.

“Surprise,” she said with a sheepish grin. “I let myself in, guess Riley hasn’t changed the front door lock yet again.”

“Jules!” I exclaimed, stepping back to let her in. My younger sister had always been a whirlwind of energy, but there was a quiet determination in her eyes today. Her dark hair was pulled back into a messy braid, and she wore a faded denim jacket over a floral dress.

“I thought I’d drop by,” she said, holding out the travel mug. “Coffee. Black. Just how you like it.”

I took the mug, the warmth seeping into my hands. “You’re a lifesaver. What brings you here?”

Jules dropped her tote on the loveseat and sat down with a dramatic sigh. “Suz called me. Said you’re working on something new and might need an extra set of hands.”

I laughed softly. “Of course she did. I swear, that woman will form an army if it goes against Riley.”

“And why not?” Jules said, kicking off her boots and tucking her feet under her. “You’ve been battling Riley and this house alone for too long. It’s time we all fight back.”

Her words struck a chord, and I sank onto the floor beside her, cradling the coffee in my hands. “It’s not just the house, Jules,” I admitted. “It’s everything. I’ve let him take so much from me, and now, I’m trying to figure out how to take it back.”

“You’re doing it,” Jules said, reaching over to squeeze my hand. “It might start with one room, but eventually you’ll take the whole place back. ”

I smiled, the knot in my chest loosening just a little. “Thanks, Jules.”

We spent the next hour going through the sketches in my notebook, Jules offering her insights with the same sharp eye she used when editing manuscripts. She had always been the one to notice the little details, the things that could make or break a story, or, in this case, a room.

“This one,” she said, pointing to a sketch of the guest room. “I love the idea of the bookshelf under the window. It makes the space feel grounded, but also open.”

“That’s what I want,” I said, jotting down her feedback in the margin. “It’s funny, I haven’t designed anything in years, but it’s coming back so easily to me.”

“Because it’s who you are,” Jules stated simply, “and Riley can’t take that from you.”

Her words hung in the air, a quiet reminder of why I had started this journey in the first place. For so long, I had let Riley’s voice drown out my own, but now, I was beginning to hear myself again.

By mid-morning, the guest room was buzzing with activity. Jules had brought a portable speaker, and soft jazz filled the air as we worked. I was on my hands and knees, sanding down the legs of an old wooden chair, while Jules sorted through a pile of books we’d found in the closet.

“Do you remember this one?” she asked, holding up a tattered paperback. The cover featured a windswept heroine in a flowing gown, gazing dramatically at a stormy sea.

“Oh, God,” I said, laughing. “That’s one of the first romance novels I ever read. I must have been... what, sixteen?”

“Sixteen and already a hopeless romantic,” Jules teased, flipping through the pages. “Your early novels showed that. They were awesome.” She paused and asked, “Do you think Riley would ever read something like this?”

The question caught me off guard, and I sat back on my heels, the sandpaper slipping from my fingers. “Riley doesn’t read anything unless it’s a business report or a news article. I don’t think he’s ever read anything I wrote.”

Jules looked up from the book, her expression softening. “That’s a shame. He doesn’t know what he’s missing.”

“It’s more than that,” I said quietly. “He doesn’t understand the way stories can make you feel. The way they can take you somewhere else, even just for a little while.”

Jules set the book aside and came to sit beside me. “But you understand that,” she replied, “and that’s what matters.”

I nodded, swallowing the lump in my throat. “Yeah. I guess it does.”

Around midday, we took a break, sitting cross-legged on the floor with sandwiches Jules had picked up from a nearby deli. The rain had returned, drumming softly against the windows as we ate.

“So,” Jules said between bites, “what’s the plan for the rest of the house?”

I hesitated, glancing around the room. “I don’t know yet. This is the first step, but the idea of tackling the whole house... it’s kind of scary and overwhelming.”

“Take it one room at a time,” Jules said, her tone practical. “Start with the spaces that mean the most to you. The ones where you spend the most time.”

“That’s the problem,” I said, picking at the crust of my sandwich. “Most of the house doesn’t feel like mine anymore. Riley’s taken over everything.”

“Then make it yours again,” Jules said firmly. “Piece by piece. Room by room. You don’t have to do it all at once, but you do have to start.”

Her words were simple, but they carried a weight that settled deep in my chest. She was right. If I wanted to reclaim the house, and my life, I had to be willing to fight for it.

That afternoon, as the rain continued to fall, Jules and I moved from the guest room to the kitchen, carrying a stack of books and a bundle of fabric swatches with us. The kitchen, with its sleek stainless steel appliances and cold quartz countertops, was the epitome of Riley’s influence, a place designed for appearances, not for living.

“I hate this room,” I said, setting the books down on the counter. “It’s so sterile. It doesn’t even feel like a kitchen.”

Jules wrinkled her nose. “It feels like a showroom. Where’s the personality? The warmth?”

“Gone,” I said bitterly. “Riley got rid of it years ago.”

“Then bring it back,” Jules said, pulling a swatch of deep blue fabric from the pile. “Start with something simple, like curtains. It’ll make a world of difference.”

I nodded, imagining the way the blue fabric would soften the harsh lines of the space. It was a small change, but it felt like a step in the right direction.

By the time Jules left that evening, the guest room was beginning to feel like a true sanctuary. The walls were still bare, but the shelves were filled with books, and the loveseat was piled with colorful throw pillows. It wasn’t finished, but it was a start.

As I stood in the doorway, watching Jules drive away, I felt a flicker of something I hadn’t felt in a long time... hope. It was small and fragile, but it was there, and it was enough to keep me moving forward.

——
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The late afternoon light slanted through the guest room window, catching the edges of the freshly painted walls and throwing a warm glow across the room. I stepped back, paintbrush in hand, and surveyed my work. The color I’d chosen, a soft, buttery cream, had transformed the once lifeless space into something that felt alive. For the first time in years, the room didn’t feel like a storage closet or a forgotten corner of the house, it felt like it belonged.

I wiped a bead of sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand and set the paintbrush down on the drop cloth. The faint smell of fresh paint lingered in the air, mingling with the earthy scent of the fresh bouquet of daffodils Suz had brought me. They sat proudly on the small table by the loveseat, their vibrant yellow petals catching the light and radiating warmth.

As I stood there, soaking in the transformation, the door creaked open. I turned to see Suz poking her head inside, her eyes lighting up when she saw the finished walls.

“Well, look at you, Miss Renovation Queen,” she said, stepping into the room with her usual energy. She wore a pair of worn jeans and a paint-splattered sweatshirt, her blonde hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. “This looks amazing, Janette. Seriously.”

“It’s a start,” I said, unable to keep the smile off my face. “But it’s more than just the paint. It feels... different now. Like it’s mine again.”

Suz nodded, running her fingers along the edge of the small table. “It’s because it is yours. And it’s just the beginning.”

We spent the next hour arranging the furniture, moving pieces around until the room felt balanced. Suz had brought over a set of sheer white curtains she’d found on sale, and we hung them together, laughing as we struggled to get the curtain rod straight.

“Hold it higher,” Suz said, her voice muffled as she reached up to adjust the rod.

“I am holding it higher,” I replied, gritting my teeth as my arms started to ache. “If I hold it any higher, I’m going to need a ladder.”

Suz burst out laughing, nearly dropping her end of the rod. “Okay, okay. Let’s just call it good enough.”

Once the curtains were in place, we stepped back to admire our work. The late afternoon sunlight filtered through the fabric, casting soft, dappled patterns on the floor. It was a small change, but it added a sense of warmth and life to the room.

As we worked, we talked about everything and nothing, our conversation flowing easily the way it always did. Suz told me about her latest gardening project, describing in detail the wildflower meadow she was trying to cultivate in her backyard.

“Riley would hate it,” I said, grinning as I imagined his reaction to something so untamed and unpredictable.

“Which is exactly why you need one,” Suz replied with a wink. “Maybe not a whole meadow, but a little corner of your garden. Something wild and beautiful, just for you.”

The idea took root in my mind, and I tucked it away for later. For now, I was focused on the room.

By the time we finished, the guest room was nearly unrecognizable. The walls, once dull and lifeless, now glowed with warmth. The furniture had been rearranged to create a cozy sitting area by the window, with the loveseat positioned to catch the light. The small table held the vase of daffodils, along with a stack of books Suz had brought from her own collection. The curtains billowed softly in the breeze, giving the room a sense of movement and life.

I sank onto the loveseat, feeling a sense of satisfaction settle over me. 

Suz plopped down beside me, letting out an exaggerated sigh of exhaustion. “Well, I’d say this is a job well done.”

“I couldn’t have done it without you,” I said, reaching over to squeeze her hand. “Thank you, Suz.”

“Anytime,” she said, her smile softening. “This is just the first step, you know. There’s so much more you can do.”

“I know,” I said, glancing around the room. “But this...” I waved my hands around, “feels like a good start.”

Later that evening, after Suz had gone home, I found myself drawn back to the guest room. The house was quiet, Riley locked away in his study as usual. I closed the door behind me and sank onto the loveseat, letting the silence envelop me.

I picked up the notebook from the table and flipped through the pages, stopping at the sketch I’d drawn of the room. Seeing the completed space next to the rough lines of my drawing brought a smile to my face. I felt a spark of something I hadn’t felt in years, pride.

As I sat there, the evening light fading into twilight, I realized something important. This wasn’t just about the room, it was about reclaiming myself, piece by piece, one small success at a time, and it felt good getting started.

——
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The next afternoon, the heat coming out of the attic was suffocatingly warm, even with the rain pattering softly against the roof. I stood at the base of the ladder, staring up at the dark opening, debating whether or not this was worth the trouble.

“You’ve got this, Janette,” I muttered to myself, gripping the sides of the ladder and beginning the climb. Dust particles swirled in the air, illuminated by the faint light from the single, grimy window.

The attic was Riley’s domain, or at least, that’s what he always claimed. It was where he kept things he didn’t want cluttering the rest of the house. “It’s just storage,” he’d said once when I asked why he’d boxed up my old photo albums and stashed them away. “You weren’t using them.”

I hadn’t argued then. But now, as I reached the top of the ladder and pulled myself into the dusty space, I felt a flicker of defiance. This wasn’t his space, it was ours, and if I wanted to reclaim the house, I had to start with the pieces of myself that he’d hidden away.

The attic smelled like old wood and forgotten memories. Boxes were stacked in uneven piles, some labeled in Riley’s neat handwriting, others left blank. I ran my fingers along the edge of one box, leaving a trail through the dust, before pulling it open.

Inside were books, old, leather-bound volumes with spines cracked from years of use. I recognized them immediately, my grandmother’s collection, books she’d read to me as a child while we sat by her fireplace. My chest tightened as I lifted one of them, brushing away the dust. The familiar scent of aged paper and faint lavender filled the air.

“I can’t believe he put these up here,” I whispered, clutching the book to my chest.

I set the book aside carefully and moved to another box. This one was heavier, and the tape sealing it had dried and cracked with time. I pried it open, revealing a jumble of framed photographs, loose papers, and old mementos.

The first photo I pulled out was of me and Riley, taken on our honeymoon. I barely recognized myself in the picture, my hair was longer, my eyes brighter, my smile more carefree. Riley’s arm was slung casually around my shoulders, his expression semi-relaxed and happy.

I stared at the photo for a long moment, a bittersweet ache settling in my chest. It was hard to reconcile the man in the picture with the man who had slowly eroded my confidence and stripped away my sense of self.

But beneath that ache was something else, something sharper. Anger. He’d hidden these pieces of my life away, as if they didn’t matter, as if I didn’t matter.

I spent hours sifting through the boxes, pulling out treasures I hadn’t seen in years. A pressed flower from my wedding bouquet, its petals fragile and faded but still intact. A scrapbook I’d started when I was in college, filled with ticket stubs, handwritten notes, and Polaroid photos of me and Suz.

Near the bottom of one box, I found a bundle of letters tied together with a ribbon. My breath caught as I untied the ribbon and unfolded the first letter.

It was from Jules, written during her first semester of college.

“Janette,” the letter began, “I miss you more than I thought I would. College is amazing, but it’s weird being somewhere without you. You’ve always been my lifeline, the person who keeps me grounded. I hope you know how much you mean to me.”

I ran my fingers over the words, my throat tightening. How had I let so much time pass without reading these? I’d always been close to Jules, but Riley’s demands had made it harder and harder to maintain those connections. Her showing up to help was the first time we’d been together in months.

I folded the letter carefully and set it aside, making a mental note to call Jules later.

The afternoon light was beginning to fade by the time I finished sorting through the boxes. I had found so many pieces of my past, pieces I hadn’t even realized I was missing. But the one that struck me the most was a photo of me standing in front of the mansion the day Riley and I had bought it.

I was holding the keys, my smile wide and genuine. The house loomed behind me, its windows glinting in the sunlight, the garden bursting with color. I remembered how proud I’d been, how full of hope and excitement. According to Riley, we’d made it to the big times. That woman felt like a stranger now. As I stared at the photo, I realized something important, she was still there, somewhere beneath the years of neglect and control, waiting, I just had to find her again.

I carried my treasures downstairs and spread them out on the dining room table. The photo of me with the keys, the scrapbook, the letters from Jules, and the pressed flower. They felt like pieces of a puzzle, fragments of a story that I was finally ready to put back together.

Suz arrived just as I was finishing. She took one look at the table and let out a low whistle.

“Wow,” she said, stepping closer to inspect the collection. “Where did you find all this?”

“The attic,” I said, gesturing toward the small pile of boxes I’d brought down. “Riley put them up there years ago when he started,” I used air quotes, “making the house better. I’d forgotten half of it even existed.”

Suz picked up the photo of me with the keys, her eyes softening. “Look at you,” she said. “You were so happy.”

“I was,” I said quietly. “I want to feel that way again.”

Suz set the photo down and turned to me, her expression serious. “Then we’ll make it happen. Starting with this house. I think that as it transforms, so will you.”

That evening, after Suz had left, I sat in the dining room with the photo in my hands. The house outside the window was dark, the rain still falling in a soft, steady rhythm.

I traced the edge of the photo with my thumb, the memory of that day flooding back. I remembered the way the keys had felt in my hand, the way Riley had laughed and spun me around on the front lawn.

But most of all, I remembered how it had felt to believe in something bigger than myself, something worth fighting for, and for the first time in years, I felt that belief stirring again.

——

[image: ]


The house was silent, turning into heavy stillness that seemed to smother everything. Outside, the rain had stopped, leaving the garden glistening under a pale gray sky. I stood at the dining room table, staring at the collection of photos, letters, and mementos I’d unearthed from the attic. They felt like fragments of a forgotten life, pieces of a puzzle that I was only just beginning to piece together.

My fingers traced the edge of the photo of me holding the keys to the house. The woman in the picture looked so different from the one staring back at me now. She was younger, yes, but it wasn’t just that, there was a lightness in her eyes, a sense of possibility that had been slowly eroded over the years. And she wasn’t gone, not entirely.

“Janette, what are you doing?” Riley’s voice cut through the silence with is sharp voice.

I flinched, my fingers tightening around the photo. I turned to see him standing in the doorway, his arms crossed and his expression unreadable.

“I found some things in the attic,” I said, keeping my voice steady.

He stepped into the room, his eyes scanning the table. “You’ve been digging through old junk?”

“It’s not junk,” I said, bristling. “They’re my things, our things.”

Riley picked up one of the letters from Jules, flipping it over like it was a piece of scrap paper. “You don’t need all this clutter,” he said, setting it back down. “Why drag it all down? Just go up there and look through it when you’re feeling nostalgic.”

“Because it matters,” I replied, my voice firmer than I expected. “These things are a part of me, Riley. I realize now, you had no right to put them away.”

He narrowed his eyes, his lips curving into a cold smile. “I was trying to keep the house organized. You should be thanking me.”

“Thanking you?” I repeated incredulously. “For hiding pieces of my life? For deciding what matters and what doesn’t?”

Riley’s expression darkened, and he took a step closer. “You’re being ridiculous, Janette. It’s just stuff. None of it matters.”

“It’s not just stuff, and it does matter” I said, standing my ground. “It’s my history, my memories, and I’m done letting you erase them.”

The words hung in the air, heavy and charged. For a moment, Riley said nothing, his jaw tightening as he stared at me. Then he scoffed, shaking his head.

“Do whatever you want,” he said, turning on his heel and commented before walking out of the room. “Just make sure this crap is cleaned before you go to bed. You never know what might happen if it’s left out.”

The threat was there as the sound of his footsteps faded. I let out a shaky breath, my heart pounding in my chest. I hadn’t planned to confront him like that, but the words had come spilling out, fueled by years of frustration and anger.

I sat down at the table, my hands trembling as I picked up the photo again. This house had once been a symbol of everything I dreamed of, a place to build a life, to create, to grow. Now it was tomb, waiting for me to curl up and die. I gathered my things and took them to my sanctuary. I was stressed as I went to my room.

Later that evening, Suz called. I was curled up in the guest room, the photo still in my hand, when the phone buzzed on the table beside me.

“Hey, Suz,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady.

“How’s my favorite rebel?” she asked, her tone light and teasing.

I laughed softly, the sound surprising me. “Rebel might be a stretch.”

“Your inner rebel is making a break for it, I can see that,” Suz said. “How’d the evening go?”

“He was upset that I had cluttered his dining room table,” I said, glancing around. “he threatened to destroy anything I left there.”

Suz was quiet for a moment, then said, “Don’t let him get to you, Janette. Really. You’re on the road to finding you. If he can’t or won’t let you experience that, leave his ass behind.”

Her words hit me harder than I expected, and I blinked back the sting of tears. “It’s scary, Suz,” I admitted. “I don’t know where this is going, and I’m starting to feel like I can’t stop now.”

“You shouldn’t stop,” Suz said firmly. “You’re doing something amazing, Janette. And you’re not alone. I’m here, Jules is here, we’ve got you.”

“Thank you,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

“Anytime,” Suz said. “Now, what’s next on your list?”

After we hung up, I sat in the quiet for a long time, staring at the photo in my hand. Suz was right, this was about more than just the house. It was about finding the person I used to be, the person I wanted to be again. I picked up my notebook from the table and opened it to a fresh page. Slowly, I began to write, not sketches this time, but words.

“I am not invisible. I am not powerless. This house is mine, and I will make it a place where I can live, not just exist.”

The words were simple, but they carried a weight that settled deep in my chest. For the first time in years, I felt a sense of clarity, a sense of purpose.

The rest of the evening passed in a blur of activity. I sorted through the mementos from the attic, setting aside the things I wanted to keep close. The photo of me with the keys went on the desk, propped up against the lamp. Jules’s letters were stacked neatly in a drawer, waiting for me to reread them when I needed a reminder of her love and support.

I even found a spot for the scrapbook Suz had brought me years ago, placing it on the small shelf by the loveseat. It felt good to surround myself with these reminders of who I was and who I wanted to be.

——
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As the clock ticked closer to midnight, I stood in the middle of the guest room, taking it all in. The space was almost finished. For the first time in years, I felt like I was standing on solid ground.

I glanced at the notebook on the desk, the words I had written earlier still fresh in my mind. “I am not invisible. I am not powerless.”

I repeated them to myself, letting the truth of them sink in. This house was my battleground, and I was ready to fight for it, then I heard the front door open and close. Riley back from one of his meetings.

I heard Riley’s footsteps approaching. They were deliberate, heavy, and purposeful. I braced myself, knowing this wasn’t going to be a casual visit.

The door swung open without a knock, hitting the wall with a soft thud. Riley stood in the doorway, his arms crossed, his sharp gray eyes surveying the room like a general inspecting a battlefield.

“This ends now,” he said flatly.

I turned to him, keeping my expression calm even as my heart raced. “What are you talking about?”

“This... insanity. This rediscovering yourself,” he said, gesturing to the room with a sweeping motion. “The paint, the curtains, the ridiculous little vase of flowers. It’s over. You’ve had your fun. I will allow you this room, but tomorrow, things go back to normal.”

I blinked at him, stunned by the sheer audacity of his words. “You think this is fun for me? You think what we have is normal? No. Reclaiming one tiny piece of this house, my house, after years of you taking everything else is a rebellion?”

Riley’s jaw tightened, his lips pressing into a thin line. “I’ve been more than patient, Janette. I let you have this little project, thinking it would get whatever nonsense is in your head out of your system. But it’s clear you’re determined to push my limits.”

“Your limits?” I repeated, my voice rising. “This isn’t about your limits, Riley. This is about me finally standing up for myself. And if you can’t handle that...”

“Don’t turn this into some crusade,” he snapped, stepping further into the room. “You’re acting like a child, throwing a tantrum because you didn’t get your way.”

I stood, my chair scraping against the floor. “A tantrum? Is that what you think this is?”

“It’s exactly what this is,” he said, his voice dripping with condescension. “But I’m done indulging it. Moving forward, you will do as you’re told. No more renovations, no more ridiculous attempts to... ‘reclaim’ anything. You’ll fall in line, like you should have been doing all along.”
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