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Chapter 1: The Familiar Mirror

[image: image]




The morning light, filtered through lace curtains, cast a bridal glow across Clara's bedroom. Dust motes danced in the air, a silent waltz accompanying the rhythmic tap-tap-tap of her heels on the hardwood floor. Her reflection in the antique mirror was a picture of practised perfection. Honeyed hair, styled in a French twist, framed a face that held the cool serenity of a porcelain doll. Today was picture day. Not the kind with forced smiles and awkward poses, but the annual charity gala photos plastered across glossy society magazines.

Clara adjusted the silk of her emerald dress, a perfect match for her eyes (or were her eyes a perfect match for the dress? She sometimes got confused). Everything, from the manicured nails to the barely-there makeup, felt like a meticulously crafted performance.

A faint thump from downstairs filtered through the heavy oak door. It was probably Martha, checking on the canapés. Martha, the ever-present housekeeper, had been a silent observer of Clara's life since childhood. Today, Martha would ensure the caviar wasn't runny and the champagne flutes sparkled like diamonds. Just another cog in the meticulously oiled machine that was Clara's world.

As Clara descended the grand staircase, the polished mahogany gleamed under the crystal chandelier. This house, with its high ceilings and ornately framed paintings, was a museum of her husband, Richard's, success. A constant reminder that her role was to be the exquisite ornament on his arm.

Martha bustled in, a flustered expression etched on her usually stoic face. "Mrs. Kensington," she said, voice trembling slightly, "there's... a woman at the door. I Insist on seeing you."

Clara frowned. Unexpected visitors were a rarity in their controlled universe. "What does she look like? Does she have an appointment?"

Martha shook her head, a rare flicker of defiance in her eyes. "No, ma'am. She says it's urgent."

Intrigue, a rare guest in Clara's life, piqued her interest. Against her better judgement, she said, "Show her in, Martha. But discreetly, please."

The woman who entered the drawing-room was the antithesis of Clara. Her clothes were mismatched, her hair a mess of wind-blown curls, and her eyes held a storm of emotions. She looked like a character from one of the forbidden novels Clara sometimes snuck away to read.

"Clara Kensington?" the woman spoke, her voice hoarse. "I need to talk to you. It's about Richard."

Clara's perfectly composed smile faltered for a fraction of a second. Richard. The name, usually whispered with an air of adoration, now felt like a pebble lodged uncomfortably in her throat. "Who are you?" she asked, the practised coolness returning to her voice.

The woman took a ragged breath. "My name is Sarah. And I have a story to tell you. A story about Richard, about me, and about the woman you think you are."

As the woman spoke, a tremor ran through Clara. The carefully constructed image in the mirror seemed to shimmer, its edges blurring. Was this unexpected visitor a harbinger of chaos, or a key that could unlock a hidden truth about her seemingly perfect life? The answer, Clara knew with a terrifying certainty, would shatter the world she thought she knew.
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Chapter 2: Whispers in the Hallway
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Clara felt the blood drain from her face. Sarah's words echoed in the opulent drawing-room, bouncing off the gilded picture frames and disturbing the serene portraits of past Kensingtons. A story about Richard, about her? The life she'd meticulously curated, the one showcased at charity galas and whispered about at luncheons, suddenly felt precariously balanced on a knife's edge.
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