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CHAPTER ONE

	White Ceiling

	White ceiling tiles. Water-stained at the corners. Claire counted them before she understood where she was. Twelve across, eight down. Ninety-six squares between her and whatever came next.

	The taste in her mouth was wrong. Charcoal. Chemical. Like licking a battery. Her throat burned.

	"Claire?" A man's voice. Familiar. Wrong somehow. "Baby, can you hear me?"

	She turned her head. The movement sent pain shooting through her skull. Derek sat beside the bed, his hand wrapped around hers. When had he taken her hand? His eyes were red-rimmed, his shirt wrinkled. He looked like he'd been crying.

	"Hey." His voice broke. "Hey, you're awake. Thank God."

	The hospital resolved around her. Beeping monitors. Antiseptic smell. IV in her arm. She tried to speak but her mouth wouldn't cooperate.

	A nurse appeared, professional smile fixed in place. "Welcome back, Mrs. Ashford. How are you feeling?"

	Claire didn't know how to answer. Felt like she'd been hit by a truck. Felt like her body belonged to someone else. She managed a sound that might have been "okay."

	"I'll get the doctor." The nurse checked the monitors, made a note on a tablet. Left.

	Derek's thumb traced circles on her palm. The touch should have been comforting. Wasn't.

	"You scared me so much." He leaned forward, pressed his forehead against their joined hands. "I thought I'd lost you."

	Lost her. The words didn't make sense. Claire tried to remember. Tried to pull up anything solid. The last clear memory: making dinner. Salmon with roasted vegetables. Derek had been late from work. She'd waited, keeping his plate warm. He'd come home around eight, kissed her cheek, said something about a difficult client.

	After that: static.

	"What happened?" Her voice came out raspy. Foreign.

	Derek's grip tightened. "You don't remember?"

	She shook her head. Regretted it immediately as the room tilted.

	"I found you in the guest bathroom. You'd taken a whole bottle of sleeping pills." His voice was steady, but something flickered across his face. "I called 911. They got here just in time. They had to pump your stomach."

	Pills. Suicide. The words landed but didn't stick. Claire searched herself for recognition, for the despair that would lead to that moment. Found nothing.

	"I wouldn't—" She stopped. How did she know what she would or wouldn't do? The space where her memory should be was just fog.

	"I know." Derek kissed her hand. "I know, baby. But you did."

	The doctor entered. Dr. Patel, according to her badge. Fifties, efficient movements, kind eyes that had probably seen everything. She checked Claire's vitals, shined a light in her eyes, asked her to follow her finger.

	"Any nausea? Dizziness?"

	"Both."

	"That's normal. The charcoal is unpleasant but necessary." Dr. Patel made notes. "You're very lucky. Your husband found you quickly. Another twenty minutes and we'd be having a very different conversation."

	Lucky. Claire didn't feel lucky. Felt like she was missing pieces of herself.

	"I don't remember taking anything."

	"Memory loss can occur with this type of event." Dr. Patel's tone was gentle but firm. "The trauma, the medication used to treat you, even the emotional state preceding the attempt—all can affect memory."

	"But I don't remember wanting to—" Claire's throat closed. Couldn't say the word. Die.

	Dr. Patel exchanged a look with Derek. That look. Like they shared information Claire wasn't privy to.

	"We're going to have a psychiatrist come talk to you. Dr. Brennan. She's excellent. She'll help you work through what you're feeling."

	What she was feeling. Claire took inventory. Confused. Scared. Wrong. But not suicidal. She was sure of that. As sure as she could be about anything.

	After Dr. Patel left, Derek pulled his chair closer. "The psychiatrist is good. I researched her. She'll help figure out what's been going on."

	"What has been going on?"

	He hesitated. "You've been stressed. Since we moved. You gave up your job, left your friends. I should have noticed you were struggling."

	She'd left her job a year ago. When they bought the house in Northwood Heights. A fresh start, Derek had said. Room to grow. She'd been excited. Hadn't she?

	"I liked the move."

	"You said you did." Derek's hand moved to her hair, stroking it back from her face. "But maybe you were just trying to make me happy. Maybe you resented giving up your career. Your independence."

	Had she? Claire tried to remember feeling resentful. Came up empty. But then, she couldn't remember the past four days either, so what did her memory prove?

	"Where's my phone?"

	The question seemed to surprise him. "It was damaged. When you—in the bathroom. It fell in the toilet. I'm getting you a new one."

	Claire looked at her bare wrist. "My watch?"

	"At home. You weren't wearing it when I found you."

	Found her. The words painted a picture she couldn't quite see. Her body on the bathroom floor. Pills scattered around her. Derek's face when he opened the door. Had he screamed? Had he cried?

	She studied him now. The man she'd married three years ago. Still handsome—dark hair starting to gray at the temples, strong jaw, the kind of smile that made you feel like the only person in the room. He wore a button-down shirt, sleeves rolled up. The shirt cuff on his right wrist was unbuttoned.

	On his wrist: four parallel scratches. Fresh. Red against pale skin.

	"What happened to your wrist?"

	He pulled his hand back, tugged the cuff down. "From the garden. You know how those rose bushes are."

	They didn't have rose bushes. Claire opened her mouth to say so, then stopped. Maybe they did. Maybe she'd forgotten. She couldn't trust her own memory anymore.

	Dr. Brennan arrived an hour later. Early forties, shoulder-length brown hair, professional but warm. She pulled up a chair, asked Derek to give them privacy. He hesitated, then kissed Claire's forehead and left.

	"How are you feeling?" Dr. Brennan's voice was soft, unthreatening.

	"Confused."

	"That's understandable. Do you remember what led to you taking the pills?"

	"I don't remember taking them at all."

	Dr. Brennan made a note. "Tell me about your life right now. Your marriage. Your day-to-day routine."

	Claire talked. About the house, the neighborhood, Derek's work at his consulting firm. About how she'd been a marketing consultant before, but left the job when they moved. About how she'd been meaning to look for remote work, something she could do from home, but hadn't gotten around to it yet.

	About how the days blended together. Grocery shopping. Cooking. Cleaning. Waiting for Derek to come home. The same routines. The same loops.

	"Do you have friends in the area?"

	"Not really. We just moved a year ago. I keep meaning to—" Claire stopped. Realized she'd been saying "keep meaning to" a lot. Meant to find work. Meant to make friends. Meant to do something other than exist in that perfect house with its perfect lawn.

	"What about your friends from before? Do you stay in touch?"

	Megan. Her best friend since college. Maid of honor at the wedding. They used to talk every day.

	"Megan," Claire said. "My best friend. I should call her."

	"Has she visited?"

	Claire tried to remember. The past few days were gone, but before that. When was the last time she'd seen Megan? Talked to her?

	"I don't know."

	Dr. Brennan's pen moved across her notepad. "Have you had thoughts of self-harm before this?"

	"No. Never."

	"Any family history of depression? Mental illness?"

	"No."

	"Has anything traumatic happened recently?"

	Claire ran through the past year. The move. Leaving her job. But those were choices, not traumas. Positive changes. Derek had said so.

	"No."

	More notes. Dr. Brennan asked about sleep, appetite, energy levels. Asked if Claire had been feeling hopeless. Worthless. If she'd been crying for no reason or withdrawing from Derek.

	To all of it: no, no, no.

	"But I must have been feeling something," Claire said. "Or I wouldn't have done it. Right?"

	"Not necessarily. Sometimes people disassociate from their emotions. They don't realize how much pain they're in until it manifests in a crisis."

	Disassociation. The word felt close to true. Claire had felt disconnected lately. Like she was watching her life from outside her body. Going through motions. But was that depression or just boredom?

	"I'm going to recommend continued observation," Dr. Brennan said. "And when you're discharged, regular therapy sessions. We'll also start you on an antidepressant."

	"I don't want medication."

	"Claire, you tried to take your own life. Medication isn't optional right now."

	The finality in her tone left no room for argument. Dr. Brennan stood, offered a gentle smile. "You're going to be okay. But you have to do the work. Take the medication, come to therapy, be honest about what you're feeling. Can you do that?"

	Claire nodded. What else could she do?

	After Dr. Brennan left, Derek returned. He'd brought flowers. White roses. Where had he found flowers this late in the evening?

	"The doctor says you can probably go home tomorrow." He set the flowers on the bedside table. "I'll take the week off. Take care of you."

	"You don't have to—"

	"I want to." He sat on the edge of the bed, took her hand again. "Claire, I almost lost you. I'm not leaving your side."

	His eyes were wet. The emotion in his voice sounded real. Claire wanted to feel comforted. Instead, she felt trapped.

	She looked at the roses. Perfect white petals. Not a scratch on them. No thorns visible. Someone had trimmed them away.

	"Derek, we don't have rose bushes."

	He blinked. "What?"

	"In our garden. You said you got scratched by rose bushes. But we don't have any."

	For a second—just a second—something crossed his face. Then it was gone, replaced by a tired smile.

	"The neighbor's. I was helping Patricia with her yard work last weekend. Must have been then."

	Patricia. Two doors down. Claire barely knew her. Tried to picture Derek helping her with yard work. Couldn't.

	"Oh," was all she said.

	That night, alone in the hospital room, Claire stared at the ceiling tiles and tried to remember. Tried to force her way through the fog. But there was nothing. Just a blank space where four days should have been.

	She thought about Derek's wrist. The scratches.

	She thought about her phone, conveniently destroyed.

	She thought about the guest bathroom—a room she never used because she had her own bathroom upstairs. Why would she have gone there to die?

	She thought about the roses with no thorns.

	And for the first time since waking up, Claire wondered: what if she hadn't tried to kill herself at all?

	What if someone had tried to kill her?

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	Coming Home

	The discharge papers felt like a contract Claire hadn't negotiated. She signed anyway. Derek handled everything else—medication pickup, follow-up appointments, insurance paperwork. She sat in a wheelchair she didn't need while an orderly pushed her to the exit. Hospital policy.

	The November air hit her face. Cold. Real. Three days inside had made the world feel distant.

	Derek's BMW idled at the curb. He helped her in, buckled her seatbelt like she was fragile. Maybe she was.

	"Comfortable?" He adjusted the seat, the air vents, the temperature. His hands kept moving, touching, fixing. She wanted to tell him to stop but couldn't find the words.

	"I'm fine."

	They drove through familiar streets. The grocery store where she shopped. The coffee place she used to go to. Past the gym she'd joined but stopped attending after a month. Everything looked the same. Should have felt normal.

	Derek kept his right hand on the wheel, left hand reaching for hers. The scratches were still visible under his cuff. Claire stared at them. Four parallel lines. The width of fingernails.

	"You're quiet," he said.

	"Just tired."

	"That's the medication. Dr. Brennan said it might make you drowsy at first."

	They'd started her on something with a name she couldn't pronounce. Made her tongue feel thick. She'd taken the first dose an hour ago.

	Northwood Heights appeared at the fifteen-minute mark. The entrance sign gleamed white against landscaped shrubs. Every house set back from the street. Every lawn perfect. HOA rules strictly enforced.

	Their house stood fourth on the left. Gray siding, white trim, black shutters. Professional landscaping. Wreaths on the door. Pumpkins on the porch.

	"When did we put out the pumpkins?" The question came out before she could stop it.

	Derek glanced at her. "Last weekend. You don't remember?"

	Last weekend was in the fog. "No."

	"We picked them out together at that farm stand. You were excited about the blue one."

	There was a blue pumpkin on the left side of the steps. She had no memory of choosing it.

	Derek parked in the garage, came around to help her out. She let him. Easier than arguing. Inside, the house smelled wrong. Cleaning products. Lemon and bleach. Underneath, something floral. Artificial.

	"I had a service come," Derek said, reading her expression. "Wanted everything perfect for you."

	The kitchen gleamed. Counters bare except for a vase of fresh flowers. Lilies. She hated lilies—the smell gave her headaches. But maybe she'd forgotten that too. Forgotten her own preferences.

	"I should lie down."

	"Let me make you tea first. Chamomile. It'll help you rest."

	She didn't want tea but he was already filling the kettle. She walked through the living room instead. The throw pillows were different. Still gray, still matching the couch, but arranged differently. Someone had moved them.

	Her stack of books was gone from the end table. Three mysteries and a memoir she'd been reading. Not there anymore.

	In the bathroom off the hall, the hand soap was a different scent. Lavender instead of the unscented one she always bought.

	Small things. Everything small. But wrong.

	Derek appeared with tea. "Here. Drink this."

	She took it. The ceramic mug was warm against her palms. She brought it to her lips, pretended to sip. The smell was chamomile but something else underneath. Bitter. She set it down.

	"I think I'll just go upstairs."

	Disappointment flickered across his face. "You should drink it. It'll help."

	"Later."

	She climbed the stairs, aware of him watching. Their bedroom looked untouched. Same navy duvet. Same cream curtains. She went to her dresser, opened drawers. Everything organized differently. Her underwear folded where it used to be loose. Shirts arranged by color instead of randomly shoved in.

	Someone had gone through her things.

	She checked the closet. Her purse sat on the shelf, exactly where she kept it. Inside: wallet, car keys, lip balm, tissues. Clean. Too clean. No receipts, no gum wrappers, no random debris. Someone had cleaned it out.

	"Claire?" Derek stood in the doorway. "What are you doing?"

	"Just checking if I have everything."

	"What would be missing?"

	She couldn't answer. Didn't know what she was looking for. Just knew something was off.

	"Come lie down." He guided her to the bed. She let him pull back the covers, let him help her in. He tucked the duvet around her like she was a child. "Sleep. I'll be downstairs if you need me."

	She closed her eyes. Heard him leave, the stairs creaking under his weight. Waited until the sounds faded.

	Then she got up.

	The guest bathroom door stood closed. She turned the knob. Locked. Interior doors in their house didn't have locks. At least they hadn't a week ago.

	She went back downstairs, moving quietly. Derek was in the kitchen, phone pressed to his ear. His voice carried.

	"...under control now..." Pause. "...she doesn't remember anything..." Another pause. "...need to keep it that way..."

	Claire froze on the bottom step.

	"I know the risks. But what choice do we have?" His voice dropped lower. She strained to hear. "...Friday. We'll move forward Friday..."

	He ended the call. She heard him moving, about to turn around. She rushed back upstairs, heart hammering. Got into bed. Pulled the covers up just as his footsteps hit the stairs.

	He appeared in the doorway. She kept her eyes closed, breathing slow and even. Felt him watching. Felt the weight of his stare.

	Finally, he left.

	Claire lay still for another ten minutes. Then she slipped out of bed again, moving to the dresser. She needed to check something. Needed to confirm what she suspected.

	Behind the dresser, the wall had an outlet. She and Derek had hidden an emergency stash there when they first moved in. Five hundred dollars in twenties, tucked behind the outlet plate. Just in case.

	She pulled out the dresser slightly, checked the outlet. The plate was loose. She removed it.

	The money was gone.

	Someone had found their emergency cash. Taken it. Recently enough that she hadn't noticed before... before whatever happened.

	Claire replaced the outlet plate, pushed the dresser back. Sat on the edge of the bed. Her phone was destroyed. Her emergency money was gone. The house had been scrubbed clean of her presence. And Derek was on the phone talking about keeping something from her until Friday.

	What happened Friday?

	Her purse. She went back to the closet, dumped the contents on the bed. Wallet, keys, lip balm, tissues. That was it. But she always kept a small notebook in her purse. Always. For random thoughts, grocery lists, things to remember.

	Gone.

	She checked every pocket. Nothing.

	A sound from downstairs. Derek's footsteps. She threw everything back in the purse, shoved it on the shelf. Got back in bed just as he reached the top of the stairs.

	This time she heard him pause outside the door. Heard the soft exhale.

	Then he moved to the guest room at the end of the hall. The door opened. Closed.

	Claire waited until she heard water running in the guest bathroom. Then she crept to the hallway, moved silently to the guest room door. Put her ear against it.

	Water shut off. Derek's voice, muffled but audible.

	"I need more time... No, she's suspicious already... The psychiatrist says we can extend the medication... Make her more compliant..."

	Compliant.

	Claire backed away from the door. Her hands shook. She made it to her bedroom, eased the door closed. Slid down against it.

	Derek was drugging her. Making her compliant.

	The tea. The bitter taste underneath the chamomile.
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