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Abdullah Al-Baghdadi

She built the perfect life. But someone else had been living it all along.
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For every woman who smiled at the dinner table

while her world burned beneath the surface.

"The most dangerous lies are the ones we tell ourselves."

— Anonymous
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The Perfect Surface
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CHAPTER 1
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The House on Birchwood Lane

The casserole was perfect. It always was.

Claire Mercer stood at the kitchen island of their four-bedroom Colonial on Birchwood Lane, pressing a clean dish towel against the edge of the baking dish with the same measured care she applied to everything in her life. The smell of rosemary and slow-roasted chicken filled the kitchen — a kitchen she had chosen herself, renovated herself, and maintained with a quiet, relentless devotion that sometimes frightened even her.

Seven-fifteen. Daniel would be home in forty-five minutes. The children — Lila, twelve, and Marcus, nine — were upstairs doing homework, or pretending to. The table was set with the white linen napkins she ironed every Sunday night, the good silverware, the tapered candles she lit every evening regardless of whether there was anything to celebrate.

There was, she had learned, always something worth celebrating. Even if you had to invent it.

She poured herself a small glass of Sauvignon Blanc, the kind she kept at the back of the fridge behind the children's juice boxes, and she looked out at the backyard.
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