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​**Prologue
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The Day the Air Went Still**

I knew something was wrong the moment I walked into the office.

Not wrong like a broken printer

or a late report

or the usual Monday chaos humming under the fluorescent lights.

Wrong in the way the air felt.

Too thin.

Too quiet.

Too... waiting.

I dropped my bag onto my chair and did what I always did, without thinking:

I looked for him.

For the jacket draped over his chair.

For the mug half-full of black coffee.

For the calm steadiness he carried with him like a second skin.

But his desk was empty.

Not absent-in-a-meeting empty.

Not running-late empty.

Just... empty.

Still.

Undisturbed.

Untouched.

A cold prickle slid down my spine.

He was never late.

Not once.

Not ever.

I stood there staring at the silence where he should have been, telling myself it was nothing.

Traffic.

Kids.

Life.

But my body knew before my mind understood.

Something inside me folded in on itself — a quiet, invisible collapse.

Then my laptop chimed.

A new email.

Subject: Important Team Update

My heart started pounding as I clicked it open.

The first words blurred.

The second ones landed like a fist.

Adrian Wolfe suffered a severe fall  down the stairs at his home early this morning.

He is in intensive care.

Unconscious.

Not breathing on his own.

I reread the lines again.

And again.

And again, as if this time they would say something else.

They didn’t.

My hands shook so violently the mouse slipped from my fingers.

The office sounds around me faded — keyboards, phones, printers — all swallowed by the roaring inside my ears.

Unconscious.

Breathing machine.

Severe.

The words cracked something open in my chest.

I didn’t know what to do with my face.

My hands.

My heart.

Someone near the copier whispered, “Oh my God.”

Another asked, “Did you see the email?”

Chairs scraped.

People stood.

The room swayed.

But all I could see was his empty desk.

The mug still sitting where he left it.

The jacket still thrown over the chair.

The pen resting on top of a stack of papers he’d never finish.

I pressed my fingers to my lips to keep the sound from escaping — the one rising from somewhere deep, deep inside.

The one that knew:

This wasn’t supposed to happen.

Not to him.

Not like this.

Not after everything that almost happened between us.

I stepped away from my desk before I broke open in front of everyone.

In the bathroom stall, my breath came in short, sharp waves.

My hands shook against my knees.

He was just here.

Just laughing.

Just breathing.

Just—

Just alive.

And now he wasn’t.

I didn’t know yet that this was only the beginning —

that losing him would come in pieces,

not all at once.

That grief can belong to someone you never touched,

and love can shatter even without any physical touch.

All I knew was this:

The air had gone still.

And nothing — not my marriage, not my job, not my carefully built life —

would ever feel the same again.
















	​The Day I Stopped Pretending








I didn’t wake up wanting to blow up my life.

I woke up because someone was yelling about socks.

“Mum! I can’t find the dinosaur ones!”

I opened one eye. 06:12.

Of course.

“The dinosaurs are extinct,” I croaked into my pillow. “Pick another species.”

“Muuuum!”

I peeled myself out of bed, stepped on a Lego, swore silently, and wondered for the hundredth time if this was really it.

My big dream.

A legacy of lunchboxes, missing socks, and stabbing my feet on plastic bricks.

I padded into the kitchen.

Dan was standing over the toaster, frowning like it had personally betrayed him.

“It burned the second one,” he said, holding up a piece of charcoal that might once have been bread.

“You turned it up after the first one, didn’t you?”

He hesitated. “...No.”

I stared.

“Maybe.”

We moved around each other in the familiar choreography of weekday mornings — kids arguing, cereal spilling, someone crying (usually not me, but not always), the radio muttering something about the economy.

Nothing was wrong.

That was the problem.

Our life looked exactly like it was supposed to.

We had two kids, a house that smelled like laundry detergent and crayons, a marriage that was... fine.

Dan was kind. Honest. Solid.

He never forgot the boys’ doctor appointments.

He never raised his voice at me.

He never raised it for me either.

Nothing was on fire.

But somewhere inside, something had quietly gone cold.

“Big day?” he asked, handing me coffee.

I nodded. “Same as always.”

I said it lightly, but the words sat heavy in my mouth.
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I used to be good at things.

I was good at numbers.

Good at work.

Good at turning chaos into clean, logical spreadsheets that made executives feel like the world was understandable.

Then I had kids.

I love my boys.

But motherhood has a way of quietly repositioning you in your own life — from main character to supporting role.

At first, I told myself it was temporary.

I’d step off the career track for a few years, then step back on, like getting off at the wrong metro stop and catching the next train.

But somehow, the years didn’t feel like “a few” anymore.

They felt like all of them.
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That afternoon, after school drop-off and a trip to the supermarket where my main achievement was not crying in the dairy aisle, I sat at the kitchen table with my laptop open.

Auste had sent me a link.

Senior Finance Position — International Company.

Hybrid work.

Leadership, strategy, transformation.

Underneath, her message:

This is you. Stop hiding. Love, your aggressively supportive friend.

I stared at it for a full five minutes.

I hadn’t updated my CV in six years.

Six.

That’s a lot of time.

Long enough to grow two humans and completely forget who you were before.

I clicked anyway.

Reading the job description made something in my chest ache.

Budget ownership.

Project leadership.

Stakeholder negotiation.

I remembered that woman.

The one who walked into rooms and didn’t apologize for existing.

The one who was blunt, sharp, a little scary, and secretly proud of it.

If I was honest, I missed her.

I opened my CV.

It looked like a museum exhibit.

Kate: Before Children.

I added new experience, deleted irrelevant things, tried to phrase six years of half-time work, unpaid emotional labor, and keeping small humans alive into something that wouldn’t get laughed out of a recruiter’s inbox.

The more I typed, the more a strange feeling crept in — not quite fear, not quite excitement.

Just... aliveness.

Then my phone lit up.

Auste.

I answered.

“Well?” she said, no hello.

“I’m looking at it.”

“Are you editing your CV?”

“Yes.”

“Are you lying?”

“...No.”

She squealed so loudly I had to take the phone away from my ear.

“Kate! This is it. This is your main-character energy returning. I’m so proud, I could cry. I won’t, because I have mascara on, but still.”

“What if they don’t even call me?” I asked, my voice smaller than I wanted it to be.

“Then nothing changes,” she said simply. “You still have your life. Your boys. Your... toaster-challenged husband. But if they do call...”

“If they do call,” I echoed, staring at the screen.

“Then you remember who you are,” she finished.

After we hung up, I sat there for a long time with my finger hovering over send.

It felt dramatic.

Overstated.

Like I was assigning too much meaning to one email.

But it also felt like this:

Like if I didn’t do it now, I might never do anything for myself again.

So I clicked.

Sent.

No fireworks.

No choir of angels.

The dishwasher beeped.

A car alarm went off on the street.

But inside, something shifted.

A tiny, almost imperceptible adjustment.

I didn’t know then that this one small act of wanting would tip my entire life out of the quiet, safe orbit it had been stuck in.

Didn’t know it would lead me to a man with grey-blue eyes and a calm voice.

Didn’t know that wanting more could feel like both a beginning and a betrayal.

All I knew was that for the first time in a very long time...

I had done something just for me.

And nothing would ever be quite the same again.



	​​The Interview








They emailed me back.

Of course they emailed me back on a Tuesday afternoon, while I was wearing a shirt with a very noticeable pasta sauce incident. I was in the middle of trying to convince my 4-year-old that carrots were not “poison disguised as food” when my phone buzzed on the counter.

Subject: Interview Invitation — Senior Finance Manager Position

My stomach dropped like someone had yanked the emergency brake on a roller coaster.

The interview was scheduled for Friday. Three days away. Close enough to feel the heat of it, far enough away for my anxiety to marinate nicely.

“Mum?” my 6-year-old asked, watching my face twist into something between shock and mild paralysis. “Are you okay? You look... weird.”

“I’m fine,” I said, fumbling for my phone. “Eat your poison.”

He shrugged and bit the carrot. Children are resilient. Or oblivious. Possibly both.

I reread the email — once, twice, then a third time to make sure I hadn’t hallucinated it. They wanted to see me. Me, the woman who currently smelled faintly of tomato sauce and defeat. In person. At their HQ. With the Finance Director and HR.

I stood there torn between throwing up and printing the email so I could frame it.

I texted Auste.

KATE: They want to interview me.

AUSTE: AAAAAAAAAA. When?

KATE: Friday!!!

AUSTE: Okay. Step 1: Breathe. Step 2: Don’t spiral. Step 3: I’m coming over.

By the time I’d memorized the interview time out of sheer disbelief, I could practically feel my entire life shift one degree to the left.
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Exactly one hour later, my doorbell rang.

Before I could even wipe my face, little footsteps thundered past me.

“Maaaama! Auntie Auste is here!” the boys shouted in overlapping, chaotic ecstasy.

Auste stepped inside like she owned the building — sunglasses still on, perfume trailing behind her like a flag of fabulous war, a grocery bag dangling from one hand.

“Hi, my loves!” she sang, dropping to her knees as both boys flung themselves at her.

She kissed their cheeks loudly, dramatically, with enough affection to power a small country.

“You got taller,” she declared. “Both of you. Stop it immediately.”

They shrieked with laughter.

Then she straightened — and the moment her eyes found mine, everything softened. All the theatrics melted into something warm, deep, and protective. She walked straight toward me, no hesitation.

“Oh, honey,” she whispered.

And she wrapped her arms around me.

Tight.

Certain.

Like she was holding me together.

I didn’t cry.

But something in me exhaled for the first time all day.

She pulled back only to cup my face briefly, checking my eyes in that unspoken way only best friends know how to do.

Then — without removing her sunglasses — she said briskly,

“Let’s find you some clothes”

I blinked. “I’m wearing clothes.”

She gave me a long, appraising stare.

“You’re wearing what I assume is your ‘internal despair and household chores’ collection.”

“I was feeding the kids!”

“Mm-hm,” she said, already marching toward my wardrobe like she owned the property. “We need ‘competent, confident, will absolutely challenge your budget assumptions’ energy. Not ‘I haven’t bought real trousers since 2021.’”

“Wow. Brutal.”

“Accurate,” she sang.

She flipped through hangers with the efficiency of a personal stylist and the judgment of a distant aunt. Finally, she pulled out a pair of tailored black trousers I’d forgotten existed, a cream blouse that had somehow survived my children unstained, and — drumroll — the blazer.

The blazer that once meant business. The blazer that had seen meeting rooms, presentations, and a version of me who never apologized for speaking.

“Try it,” she said, softening for the first time.

I slipped everything on. The trousers fit better than I remembered. The blouse made my skin look less like winter had personally attacked me. And the blazer... the blazer did something.

When I turned toward the mirror, I actually startled myself.

“Oh,” I breathed.

Auste stood behind me, arms crossed, proud smirk in place. “There she is.”

“She was kind of a bitch,” I said, half embarrassed, half nostalgic.

“She was precise,” Auste corrected. “And terrifying in the best way. Honestly? Iconic.”

I laughed, and the sound felt unfamiliar — lighter, freer. I’d been surviving for so long, I’d nearly forgotten what I looked like when I wasn’t.

The woman in the mirror wasn’t fully back. But she wasn’t gone, either. She was flickering into view, like someone adjusting the brightness on a memory.

I had three days to remember how to be her again.

Or at least how to impersonate her convincingly for the duration of a Friday morning interview.

Either way, I felt something I hadn’t felt in a long time.

Possibility.
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Friday arrived faster than I was prepared for and slower than my nerves could tolerate. The morning blurred into tiny tasks — coffee I didn’t drink, makeup I redid twice, a pep talk in the mirror that was only mildly unhinged.

By the time I stepped outside, the air felt charged, like the world knew I was auditioning for a version of myself I hadn’t been in years.

The drive was a haze. Radio off, hands tight on the wheel, rehearsing answers I’d already forgotten the second I practiced them. Every red light felt like a chance to run away; every green light felt like a dare.

And then... there it was.

The company’s headquarters rising in the distance, bigger, sleeker, and somehow more intimidating than it looked in the photos. Seeing it made everything real in a way no email or outfit or motivational whisper ever had.

My heart did a slow somersault.

I parked. Sat there for a moment. Let the engine’s quiet ticking anchor me to something solid. Then I grabbed my bag, stepped out, and started walking.

The building was bigger than I expected.

Glass, steel, and the kind of open lobby that makes you feel like you should whisper and be rich. The company logo sat over the entrance — familiar from their products on supermarket shelves, from the background of normal life.

Now I was walking into it.

My palms were sweating so much my handbag strap kept sliding down my shoulder.

“Good morning,” the receptionist said with a bright, polished smile. “Can I help you?”

“I... have an interview. Senior Finance Manager. Eleven o’clock.”

“Name?”

“Kate Everly.” I gave my surname, hoping my voice sounded normal.

She checked. Nodded. “They’re expecting you. Take a seat, and someone will come get you.”

I sat on a pristine grey couch that felt more expensive than my car. There were plants. Glossy magazines. People walking past with laptops and purpose.

I stared at the elevator doors, imagining all the lives happening inside this building. All the emails. All the meetings. All the versions of me I might become.

“Kate Everly?”

I looked up.

A woman in her thirties stood in front of me, sharp bob, sharper suit, kind eyes.

“I’m Emma Arden, HR. So nice to meet you.”

We shook hands. Her grip was firm, not crushing — the kind of handshake that says, I’ve been to too many trainings.

“We’ll be talking with our Finance Director as well,” she said as we walked toward the elevators. “He’s really looking forward to meeting you. We’ve been... struggling to find the right person for this role.”

I nodded like a competent adult instead of someone whose brain had just latched onto really looking forward to meeting you like a toddler on a balloon string.

We stepped into the elevator. The doors closed. I watched our reflections in the metal; mine looked composed if you ignored the way I kept smoothing invisible wrinkles out of my blouse.

“So,” Emma said lightly. “What made you decide it was time for a change?”

I considered lying. Saying something corporate and polished.

Instead, I said, “I realized one day that I was more alive in my spreadsheets than in my own life.”

She smiled. Not politely. Genuinely.

“I get that.”

The elevator dinged.
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The meeting room was all glass and light — one of those spaces that made you feel simultaneously important and exposed.

There was a long table.

A jug of water.

Two glasses.

A screen on the wall.

And one man already sitting there.

Back to the door.

Sleeves rolled up.

Brown hair.

And that neatly trimmed beard — the kind that looked effortless but wasn’t, framing his jaw in a way that made him seem sharper, older, impossibly composed.

He turned when we entered.

And for a second, just a second, everything else — the room, the noise, the anxiety — went slightly out of focus.
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