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Chapter 1: The Good Life She Never Had






Since she was nine, Alice Burrows dreamed about her future. She would sit cross-legged on the linoleum kitchen floor, watching her mother hold a cold dishcloth to her eye. Even then, Alice believed her life could be different. She pictured marrying a gentle man, living in a house with a yard, having a dog, and finding peace.

She held onto that dream like a child holds onto a crayon drawing. It wasn’t really a plan, but it was proof that a different life was possible. The linoleum kitchen, the cold dishcloth, and the raised voices weren’t the only world there was.

Now, at thirty-one, Alice stood in her own kitchen and ran her thumb along the marble countertop, trying to remember what her younger self had believed in. The countertop was real Italian marble. The kitchen was as big as her childhood apartment. Outside, the yard had a pool, a stone patio, and a wrought-iron table where she sometimes sat alone in the mornings, drinking coffee before Mark woke up, just to have a few minutes to herself.

She met Mark Caldwell at a fundraiser for a children's hospital. He wore a charcoal suit that cost more than her monthly rent, and he brought her a glass of water because he noticed she looked warm. That small gesture—that he saw her—opened something inside her that had been closed for years. She fell in love with the Mark who noticed things. 

They married fourteen months after meeting, in a ceremony at a lakeside hotel. Alice cried at the altar, not from joy, but from relief. She felt she had made it and was finally safe. Her mother sat in the second pew in a pale blue dress, dabbing her eyes. Alice thought, I did it for both of us, Mom. I really did.

Later, Alice would realize that no one talks about how slowly things change. You can look at your wedding photos and not know when everything shifted. It doesn’t happen all at once. It’s like a river changing course over many years—so slowly you only notice if you compare the past to the present and see how far things have moved.

The first year was fine. Not perfect, but fine. Mark worked long hours and came home distracted, but he was never cruel, not yet. He corrected her in front of people sometimes—her pronunciation of certain words, the way she held her fork at a business dinner—but he did it quietly, and she told herself it was because he wanted her to feel confident in his world. She told herself a lot of things that year.

In the second year, she noticed how the mood in a room shifted when Mark was unhappy. It felt like the air before a storm. She learned to read his mood by the way he set down his briefcase—hard meant a bad day, soft meant he might be in a better mood. She became an expert at predicting his moods, always adjusting herself to keep things calm.

Now, in their third year, Alice stood at the sink rinsing dinner plates while Mark sat at his desk in the next room with the door open. She heard the scratch of his pen and smelled the faint sweetness of the rose bushes through the French doors she had opened for air. Their golden retriever, Charlie, lay across the doorway, his nose turned toward the evening breeze.

She had asked her mother for money six months ago, when the house they'd found—the house Mark had insisted on—had come in forty thousand dollars over what the bank would approve. Her mother had handed over the money in a certified check without hesitation, the way her mother always helped her, quietly and without strings. Alice had told Mark at the time. He'd nodded, said they would pay her back within a year.

Six months went by. Her mother never asked about the money, but Alice did.

She turned off the faucet and dried her hands and walked to the doorway of the office. Mark was bent over the checkbook, his broad shoulders curved inward like walls closing around something. He was the vice president of a regional manufacturing company. He handled budgets in the millions. A personal checkbook should not cause this tension in his jaw.

"My mother was asking about the repayment," Alice said, trying to keep her voice light. "I was thinking maybe this month..."








