Chapter 11

Chapter 11 begins with a calculated step into the world of Thornfield Estates, as | craft
my first planned “coincidence” with Emily Clark and Campbell Reed. Strolling Adele
through the neighborhood provides the perfect pretext to insert myself into their line
of sight. I'm not just walking a dog—I'm walking our dog, subtly announcing that I'm

not an employee anymore but Eddie’s partner, and that detail doesn’t go unnoticed.

Their oversized sunglasses hide most of their expressions, but the tension in their
posture and the slight uptick of eyebrows tell me they weren’t expecting this
development. | keep my tone light, casual, as if I've lived here for years and not
weeks, and when | mention Eddie, | see the surprise flicker across Emily’s face. The
invitation to her house is extended more out of curiosity than warmth, but | accept,

knowing this is exactly what | wanted.

Once inside Emily’s perfectly curated kitchen, | settle onto one of the high stools,
carefully mirroring their tone and pace in conversation. They volley questions with
careful smiles, all of them phrased like casual chat, but each one seeking gaps in my
story. | tread carefully—mentioning how Eddie and | met, how long I've known him,

never overexplaining, never letting the cracks show.

It's a test, and | know it. But | pass. Emily offers a glass of juice and an approving smile
that almost feels genuine, while Campbell’s congratulations are cool but present—just

enough to mark a shift in status.

At that counter, with the hum of a sleek refrigerator and the clink of glasses in the
background, | realize the social texture here is deeper than appearances suggest. It’s
not just about who throws the best Christmas party or who wears the right shade of
beige—these women operate with layered dynamics. The absences of Bea and Blanche

hang over us, unspoken but heavy, the past stretching through every conversation like



a shadow.

They talk about community events, neighborhood updates, shared memories that
don’t include me, and | nod along, careful not to insert myself too boldly. | laugh in the
right places, ask thoughtful questions, and give just enough of myself to appear open
without revealing too much. Each exchange feels like I'm picking up pieces of a puzzle

| wasn’t invited to solve, but now must.

This meeting isn’t just a win—it’s an initiation. | leave Emily’s house with a half-empty
glass of citrus juice and-the sense that li]ﬁjfﬁﬁTﬂYﬁifhmg open. They may not
trust me yet, but I'm no longer invisible. And in a place like Thornfield, being seen is

half the battle.

Later that evening, as | recount the details to myself, | notice how natural I'd made it
look—how smoothly I'd shifted my posture, voice, even my smile to match theirs. That
adaptability has always been my edge. | used to think of it as survival, but now |

wonder if it’s something closer to strategy.

But even as | inch toward acceptance, the feeling of not truly belonging doesn’t fade. |
can mimic the walk and talk, dress the part, even speak in their soft, Southern lilts if
needed—but I'll never have the shared high school memories, the godparents in
common, the husbands who all grew up hunting together. Those bonds can’t be
fabricated, and | know that no matter how well | perform, I'm still building from the

outside.

There’s also the matter of Eddie. The women didn’t say it outright, but | saw the way
Emily’s gaze lingered when | said his name. There’s history there—maybe admiration,
maybe something more—and | don’t yet know where I fit in it. It’s not jealousy,
exactly, but a recognition that Eddie has been a fixed figure in their world far longer

than | have.

Still, 1 can’t let that stop me. | know how to wait, how to plant roots in rocky soil and let
them take hold quietly. This was only the first step. What matters now is staying in the

game long enough to turn tentative acceptance into permanence.



