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Content Warning

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, gaslighting, coercive control, emotional abuse, grief and loss, pregnancy loss, accidental death, obsessive behavior, and stalking. Reader discretion is advised.

"The cruelest thing you can do to someone you love is to let them believe they were the first draft, when really, they were always the copy."

— Elise Marchetti, The Geometry of Absence

For the women who found someone else's fingerprints on their own lives.
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The Dress

Two photographs. That is all it takes to erase a life.

I am standing in my bedroom on Hanover Avenue, holding them side by side, and I cannot stop looking. The first is mine—our wedding, Marcus and me, October afternoon, the amber light of the James River behind us. I remember the photographer saying, Tilt your chin, just a little, and Marcus whispering, You look perfect. I remember believing him.

The second photograph arrived this morning in a manila envelope with no return address. A lie—there is a return address, printed neatly in the upper left corner: M. Linwood, Charlottesville, VA. I don’t know anyone named Linwood. I do now.

In this photograph, a woman stands beside Marcus in a dress identical to mine. Not similar. Identical. The same ivory silk. The same empire waist. The same row of fabric-covered buttons trailing down the spine like a sentence that never ends. She is holding a bouquet of white peonies and eucalyptus—the bouquet Marcus selected for our wedding, the one he told me he’d spent a week choosing because he wanted it to be right. Her bouquet is the same.

The woman is not me. She has reddish-brown hair where mine is dark. Freckles across her nose. A wide smile that looks like it was assembled for the camera rather than caught by it. But the angle of her body, the way she leans slightly into Marcus, the placement of her left hand on his arm—I know this geometry. I have lived inside it. There is a wedding photograph on our mantel downstairs in which I am standing in this exact position, and Marcus is smiling this exact smile, and the light is falling at this exact angle, and I am wearing this exact dress.

I am an illustrator. I draw for a living. I have spent fifteen years learning to see what other people skip—the angle of a shadow, the weight of a line, the negative space between two figures that tells you everything about their relationship. I can spot a traced image from across a room. I can tell when a composition has been borrowed, when an artist has laid one drawing over another and followed the contours.

I am looking at a traced image. And I am the copy.

The envelope sits on the bed behind me, the flap torn open in a jagged line because my hands were not steady enough for a clean tear. A handwritten note, tucked between the photographs: I thought you should see these. — M.L. Seven words. No explanation. No apology. Just the detonation, delivered by someone who knew exactly where to place the charge.

I lay the photographs on the duvet. Side by side. I take my phone and open our wedding album—the digital version Marcus organized into a shared folder the week after our honeymoon, labeled simply Us. I scroll to the ceremony shots. I hold the phone beside the second photograph and I do what I have been trained to do: I compare.

The dress. The bouquet. The tilt of the head. The groom’s hand at the small of the back—left hand, fingers spread, the pinkie slightly raised. I zoom in on both images. In our photo, Marcus’s wedding band is new, catching the light. In the other photo, his ring finger is bare. This was before me. Before us. This was the first version of a scene I have been performing without knowing I was in a revival.

I sit on the edge of the bed. The mattress Marcus chose. The sheets Marcus ordered. The headboard Marcus found at a shop on Cary Street that he said reminded him of something, though he never said what. I sit in this room that I have slept in for two years and I feel the architecture shift beneath me, every surface revealing itself as a set piece, every choice I thought was ours unmasking as something rehearsed.

The restaurant. Our restaurant. Julien’s, the French bistro on Grove Avenue where Marcus took me on our first date, where we celebrate every anniversary, where he always orders the sole meunière for me before I open the menu because he says he knows what I love. Did he know? Or did he remember what someone else loved and write my name over hers?

The apartment. When we were first dating, Marcus drove me through the Fan District and pointed to a block of Strawberry Street. Beautiful neighborhood, he said. I grew up near here. He didn’t grow up near here. He grew up in Henrico County, twenty minutes west. But Strawberry Street is where he lived with her. And our house on Hanover is three blocks away. I can see the intersection from our bedroom window. Have I been sleeping three blocks from a ghost, or inside one?

I want to call someone. My mother would say I told you so before I finished the first sentence. My friend Jules would come over with wine and fury and a plan, but Jules’s plans tend to involve confrontation, and I am not ready to confront because I am not ready to hear what Marcus will say. I am not ready because part of me—the part that has spent thirty-four years learning how to be easy, how to accommodate, how to take the shape of whatever space someone offers me—that part wants to slide the photographs back into the envelope, seal it with tape, and put it in the recycling bin.

That part of me is the reason I’m here in the first place. In this house. In this dress. In this marriage that was designed before I entered it.

I pick up the phone to call the number on the return address. Margot Linwood. I don’t know her yet. I will. She is the sister of the woman in the photograph, and by the time this is over, she will have given me the two things no one else could: the truth about my husband, and the journal his first wife kept hidden inside the walls of a house I thought was mine.

Downstairs, a key turns in the front door lock. Marcus is home. I hear him set his briefcase on the bench in the hallway—always the bench, always aligned with the edge, always. I hear the soft percussion of his shoes on the hardwood, the particular rhythm I have memorized without trying: step, step, pause at the kitchen threshold to check the mail on the counter, step, step, step toward the stairs.

I slide the photographs under a stack of illustration boards on my drafting table. My hands are steady now. I know how to arrange my face. I have been doing it my whole life—rearranging my features to match what the room requires. Easy smile. Calm eyes. The posture of a woman who has had a quiet, unremarkable day.

“Lina?” His voice from the stairwell. Warm. Certain. The voice of a man who already knows where everything in his house is placed.

“Up here,” I call back. “Just organizing some boards.”

He appears in the doorway. Loosened tie. A take-out bag from the Thai place on Robinson Street—my favorite, he says, though I have never once suggested Thai food. I wonder now: whose favorite was it first?

“How was your day?” he asks.

“Fine,” I say. “Quiet.”

He crosses the room and kisses my forehead. His lips are dry and precisely placed, the way you kiss a painting you are afraid to smudge. He smells like cedar and drafting ink, and underneath it, something I have never been able to name—a faint chemical sweetness, like preservative, like the inside of a sealed room.

I smile at him. He smiles at me. It is a perfect smile, warm and specific, the kind of smile that made me fall in love with him at a gallery opening twenty-six months ago when he looked at me and said, There you are, as if he had been waiting. As if he already knew the shape of me before I arrived.

I married a man who was already married. The fact that his first wife was dead didn’t seem to matter. He found the dress. He set the stage. He cast the role. And I walked into it wearing someone else’s costume, speaking someone else’s lines, living in someone else’s house, and I called it love because I didn’t know what else to call it.

Her name was Tess. And she was his first wife. And nothing in my life has been mine since the moment he decided I would be his second.

Act I

The Good Wife
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The Restaurant

Three weeks before the photographs arrive, I am happy.

I need to say that now, while I still believe it, while the word still fits inside my mouth without tasting like something borrowed. I am happy. Marcus is across the table at Julien’s, the French bistro on Grove Avenue that he calls ours, and the candle between us is doing what candles do in restaurants like this—softening everything, turning the ordinary into the intimate, making two people who have been married for exactly two years look like two people who have been in love for much longer.

He ordered the sole meunière for me. He always orders the sole meunière for me.

“You’ll love it,” he said when we first came here, twenty-six months ago, on a date that felt like a dare—a widower and a woman who had never been anyone’s first choice, sitting across from each other in a restaurant that smelled like butter and white wine and the particular brand of French confidence that makes everything taste better than it is. He was right. I did love it. I have ordered it every time since, or rather, Marcus has ordered it for me every time since, and I have let him because there is a pleasure in being known. In having someone anticipate your desires before you voice them. That is what I tell myself.

Tonight is our second wedding anniversary. Marcus is wearing the navy blazer I gave him last Christmas, the one I spent three weeks selecting because he is particular about fabric weight and I wanted to get it right. He thanked me with the expression of a man receiving exactly what he expected, which I chose to read as satisfaction rather than confirmation. The blazer fits him perfectly. Everything Marcus wears fits him perfectly. He is the kind of man who looks like he was designed for clothes—tall, lean, gray at the temples in a way that reads as authority rather than age. Women notice him. I watch them notice him. He appears not to see it, which is its own kind of performance, though I did not think of it that way then.

“To beginnings,” Marcus says, raising his glass. Sancerre. He always chooses Sancerre.

“To year two,” I say, and we touch glasses with the gentle precision he insists on—stems angled, eye contact held, the European way, he says, though Marcus has never been to Europe.

He smiles at me and his eyes go somewhere else for half a second. Not away. Through. As if I am a window and there is something behind me worth looking at. Then he is back, fully present, his hand reaching across the table for mine.

“I’m glad we found this place,” he says.

We didn’t find it. He brought me here. But I nod, because this is how we speak—in a shared language that is mostly his, translated into a grammar that feels like partnership. Marcus chooses. I agree. He calls this compatibility. I have never had a word for it.

I look around the restaurant. It is small, twelve tables, pressed white linens, a zinc bar along the back wall that the owner polishes with a cloth that has seen better decades. The menu hasn’t changed in years—Marcus says this is the mark of a confident kitchen. There are framed black-and-white photographs on the walls: the James River, the Hollywood Cemetery gates, a streetcar on Broad Street from a decade no one alive remembers. The kind of pictures that exist to remind you that some places were here before you and will be here after.

Our table is in the corner, by the window. Marcus requested it specifically. He always requests it specifically. I assumed this was about the view—the window faces the street, and in October the maples along Grove Avenue turn the sidewalk into something I would paint if I could capture the particular gold of late-afternoon Richmond light. But Marcus doesn’t look out the window. He never looks out the window. He sits with his back to the wall and watches the room, and I face the glass, and between us the candle burns, and this arrangement has never struck me as anything other than preference.

I am telling you this because later I will learn that there was another woman who sat where I sit. Who ate what I eat. Whose sole meunière was ordered before she opened the menu. Who looked at the maples through the same glass while Marcus watched the room from the same chair, and I need you to understand that I did not know. That these details, which will become evidence, were at this moment nothing more than the ordinary architecture of a marriage I believed was mine.

The food arrives. The sole is excellent. It is always excellent.

“Howl sent revisions today,” I say, because I want to talk about something that belongs to me. Howl is the indie press that publishes most of my illustration work—children’s books, the kind with more pictures than words, where a single spread can take me two weeks and a bad color choice can ruin a character’s emotional register. I am working on a book about a girl who discovers her shadow has a different face. The author, a woman in Portland with a voice like a cello and a tendency to overwrite, wants the shadow to look sinister. I think it should look sad. We are negotiating.

“How are the revisions?” Marcus asks, in the tone of a man who has learned the correct questions.

“She wants the shadow darker. More menacing. But I think the whole point is that the girl doesn’t realize the shadow is different until the end. If it looks scary from page one, there’s no discovery.”

Marcus nods. “The reveal should come from the accumulation of small details,” he says. “Not from a single obvious signal.”

I stare at him. This is the most articulate thing he has ever said about my work. It is also, I will realize later, a perfect description of what he has done to me.

“Exactly,” I say. “Exactly that.”

He smiles again. I love his smile. I need to record this, to pin it here in the timeline so that when the rest of the story reveals itself, you know that I loved him. Not the idea of him. Not the role he played. I loved the man who sat across from me and articulated the philosophy of my own art better than I could, and this love was not a mistake or a delusion—it was a real thing that existed in a real room, even if the room turned out to be a stage.

After dinner, we walk. This is our ritual—Julien’s, then a walk down Grove Avenue toward the river, Marcus’s arm around my shoulders, the October air carrying the specific Richmond cocktail of wood smoke and dying leaves and the brackish sweetness of the James. I lean into him. He adjusts his stride to match mine, which is shorter, and I think: this is what it means to be with someone who pays attention.

We pass a consignment shop, closed for the evening, its window lit by a single lamp that illuminates a display of old cameras and stacked books and a dress form wearing something lacy and impractical. Marcus does not look at it. He steers us past with a hand at my lower back—left hand, fingers spread, pinkie slightly raised—and I follow because this is the way we walk: he leads, I match, and the distance between us is always exactly the width of his extended arm.

At the corner of Grove and Belmont, he stops. Turns to me. The streetlight catches the gray at his temples and I think, not for the first time, that he looks like a man in a photograph—composed, deliberate, every angle considered.

“Two years,” he says.

“Two years.”

“Are you happy?”

I do not hesitate. “Yes.”

He nods. As if I have given the correct answer. As if there were a correct answer and I have found it, and now the evening can proceed according to plan.

We drive home. Our house is at 814 Hanover Avenue, a renovated rowhouse in the Fan District with original heart-pine floors and a kitchen Marcus redesigned himself—he’s an architect, residential restoration, and our home is both a residence and a portfolio piece. He is proud of this house. He chose the paint colors (Benjamin Moore Chantilly Lace for the trim, Revere Pewter for the main rooms), the light fixtures (schoolhouse pendants, matte brass, sourced from a salvage dealer in Scott’s Addition), the placement of every piece of furniture. I contributed the studio—a converted sunroom at the back of the first floor where the light is good in the morning and I can spread out my illustration boards and leave paint jars open without anyone telling me to clean up. Marcus designed the studio for me. He measured the window angles to calculate the ideal drafting-table position. He installed the kind of overhead track lighting used in galleries. It is the most thoughtful room I have ever worked in.

I have a studio because Marcus built me one. I eat at Julien’s because Marcus took me there. I live on Hanover Avenue because Marcus found this house. I am married because Marcus walked up to me at a gallery opening and said, There you are, and I believed that the words were meant for me—for the specific, irreplaceable fact of me—and not for someone else who happened to share my dimensions.

I believe this for three more weeks.

Then the photographs arrive. And I begin to see what I have been living inside: not a marriage, but a reconstruction. Not a home, but a set. Not a love story, but a revival—and I am not the leading lady. I am the understudy who was never told the original cast existed.

But tonight I don’t know any of that. Tonight I am happy. And Marcus pours me a glass of wine in the kitchen—Sancerre, always Sancerre—and I sit on the counter while he puts away leftovers, and the house is warm, and the light is the golden amber of incandescent bulbs he selected because he says LED light is a lie, and I swing my feet against the cabinet doors, and he catches my ankle, holds it for a moment, and says, “This is good, isn’t it?”

And I say, “This is good.”

And his eyes do that thing again. That half-second journey to somewhere I am not. A flicker so fast I might have imagined it. But I am an illustrator. I am paid to see what other people miss. And I see it. And I file it away in the same drawer where I keep every other small detail that doesn’t quite fit—the drawer I have learned, over thirty-four years, never to open.

I don’t open it. Not yet. Not for three more weeks.

But the drawer is full. And the lock is getting old.
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Chapter 2
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The Shelf

Marcus’s bookshelf tells a story he doesn’t know I can read.

It is a Wednesday afternoon, early October, the kind of Richmond day where the humidity finally breaks and the air smells like clean laundry and someone else’s fireplace. I have been in my studio since seven, working on the shadow-girl book—page twelve, the spread where the girl first notices her shadow pointing in the wrong direction. I’ve drawn the shadow seven times and none of them are right. The problem is the angle: too dramatic and it reads as horror; too subtle and you miss it entirely. I need the reader to feel a wrongness they can’t name, the wrongness of a picture frame crooked by one degree—something is off but you can’t identify it without measuring.

I abandon the drawing and go for a walk through the house. This is my process: when a composition won’t resolve, I leave it and let my eyes reset on other things. Marcus calls this procrastination. I call it parallel processing. We are both right, which is the foundation of most arguments we never have, because I do not argue with Marcus. Not because he forbids it—he would never—but because there is a way he holds his silence when I disagree that makes the air in the room feel allocated, rationed, as if there is only so much of it and he is deciding who breathes.

I am not making him sound cruel. He is not cruel. He is precise. There is a difference, though the line is thinner than I used to think.

The house is quiet. Marcus is at his firm—Corwin & Associates, a mid-size architecture practice on Main Street that specializes in residential restoration. He restores old houses. He makes old things look new while preserving what he calls the bones. When he talks about his work, his voice takes on a particular quality—reverent, almost liturgical—and I understand that for Marcus, the past is not something you leave behind. It is something you save.

I wander into the living room. The bookshelves line the west wall, floor to ceiling, built-ins that Marcus designed and a carpenter installed. They are beautiful—walnut, hand-finished, with recessed lighting that makes every spine glow like a gallery exhibit. The books are organized by subject, then by author, then by height. I am not exaggerating. Marcus organized them one Sunday while I was visiting my mother, and when I came home, each shelf was a study in visual rhythm: architecture texts on the bottom three shelves, graded from Palladio to Zumthor, followed by a shelf of history, a shelf of urban planning, and a top shelf of what Marcus calls miscellany but is actually a carefully curated selection of novels that suggest depth without committing to literature.

I scan the spines the way I scan reference images—loosely, letting my attention catch on whatever disrupts the pattern. And there, on the second shelf of the miscellany section, between a pristine copy of Cormac McCarthy’s The Road and a hardcover of Ian McEwan’s Atonement, I find a paperback that does not belong.

It is smaller than the others. Dog-eared. The spine cracked in three places. The cover is a faded blue with a line drawing of a house: Rebecca by Daphne du Maurier.

I pull it out. Marcus reading gothic fiction is unexpected enough to be charming—I picture him in bed, reading about Manderley, and the image doesn’t quite fit, like seeing a surgeon at a puppet show. The book falls open to a page he has marked. Then another. Then another. He has underlined passages in pencil, the lines ruler-straight, and in the margins, he has made small, precise notations that I cannot quite decipher—a letter here, a dash there, fragments of a shorthand I don’t recognize.

I read the underlined passages. They are all about the narrator’s predecessor—the first Mrs. de Winter, the woman whose shadow fills every room of Manderley, whose taste and preferences and ghost dictate the life of the second wife, the woman who narrates the novel. I am not a literature scholar but I recognize a theme when I see one. The underlined passages are all about replacement. About living in someone else’s outline.

I put the book back. I tell myself it is nothing—a widower reading about a widower, finding resonance where resonance naturally exists. I tell myself this and I almost believe it.

I keep browsing. Behind the last row of books on the miscellany shelf, wedged against the back panel of the built-in, I find something that has slipped between the shelf and the wall: a photograph. Four by six, matte finish, slightly curled at the edges. A woman. She is standing in what looks like a park—Monroe Park, I think, near VCU—and she is laughing at something outside the frame. Reddish-brown hair, loose around her shoulders. Freckles. A smile that is wide and deliberate and somehow both open and guarded at the same time. She is wearing a sundress the color of terracotta and holding a coffee cup with both hands, and there is a lightness about her—a quality of being genuinely present in the moment—that makes me feel, for a reason I cannot name, slightly insufficient.

I turn the photo over. Nothing written. No date, no name, no inscription. I look at the woman’s face again. She could be a college friend of Marcus’s. A cousin. A former colleague. There are a hundred explanations for why a man might have a photograph of a woman tucked behind his books, and ninety-nine of them are boring.

But I am an illustrator, and I notice things other people don’t, and what I notice is this: the way she holds the coffee cup is identical to the way I hold mine. Both hands wrapped around the body of the cup, fingers interlaced, thumbs resting on the rim. It is not a common grip. Most people hold a cup with one hand, or cradle it in both palms. This woman and I hold our cups the same way, and this detail should be meaningless, and it is meaningless, and I put the photograph back behind the books and I go back to my studio and I draw the shadow girl seven more times.

On the eighth try, I get it right. The shadow is pointing in the wrong direction—just barely, two degrees off true—and the girl hasn’t noticed yet, but the reader will. The reader will feel the tilt before they see it, the tremor before the crack. I scan the finished illustration and email it to my editor at Howl with a note: I think this is it. Tell me if the wrongness reads.

She writes back within an hour: Perfect. It reads. You feel it before you see it.
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