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Prologue

	The Woman in the Bloodstained Gallery

	By the time Clare Bast realized the painting was gone, the man beside her was already dead.

	For several long seconds, she simply stood there, unable to move, her fingers still wrapped around the stem of an empty champagne flute as though her body had mistaken it for an anchor. The gallery’s silence pressed heavily against her ears. Not true silence, exactly. Manhattan never allowed that. Somewhere beyond the tall windows overlooking East Seventy-Eighth Street, tires hissed across wet pavement. A siren wailed downtown. Wind rattled faintly against the old glass.

	But inside the townhouse, the quiet felt unnatural.

	Wrong.

	The kind of quiet that arrived only after something irreversible had happened.

	A few feet away, Daniel Vale lay sprawled across the polished hardwood floor beneath a wall of recessed lighting that washed the room in soft gold. One side of his face had disappeared into shadow. The other looked strangely peaceful, almost composed, if not for the thin stream of blood spreading beneath his head and inching toward the leg of a marble pedestal nearby.

	Clare stared at it without fully understanding what she was seeing.

	Blood belonged in hospitals. In films. In newspaper headlines involving strangers whose terrible decisions had nothing to do with her life.

	It did not belong here.

	Not inside one of Manhattan’s most exclusive private galleries, hidden within a five story Upper East Side brownstone owned by people who discussed Renaissance brushwork over twelve-thousand-dollar Burgundy and treated museum trustees like family.

	And certainly not beside Daniel Vale.

	Her breath caught unevenly in her throat.

	No.

	No, this could not be happening.

	The room tilted almost imperceptibly beneath her feet.

	She forced herself to look away from the body and toward the far wall where the painting had hung less than twenty minutes earlier.

	Now there was only emptiness.

	A clean rectangular absence remained beneath the lighting fixture above it. Pale outlines marked where the frame had shielded the wall from years of subtle discoloration. The vacant space seemed to pulse at the center of the gallery like an open wound.

	The Bastien painting was gone.

	For one irrational moment, Clare almost convinced herself it had been moved deliberately. Removed for restoration. Taken downstairs by staff. Shifted before the private viewing ended.

	But she knew better.

	Because she had seen Daniel arguing with someone moments earlier.

	Not arguing exactly.

	Something quieter.

	More dangerous.

	The kind of conversation wealthy people had when they were trying very hard not to appear afraid.

	Clare’s pulse hammered violently now.

	Think.

	She needed to think.

	But her mind refused to move in straight lines. Thoughts collided and shattered apart almost instantly. She became aware of absurd details instead. The faint scent of cigar smoke lingering beneath the sharper notes of expensive perfume. The condensation slipping slowly down the side of a neglected crystal tumbler. The soft instrumental jazz still drifting through hidden speakers somewhere overhead as though the room itself had not yet realized a man was dead.

	Her gaze shifted back to Daniel.

	His eyes were partially open.

	Looking at nothing.

	A violent chill climbed Clare’s spine.

	An hour ago, the evening had felt elegant in the carefully choreographed way these gatherings always did. Curators. Collectors. Investors. The kind of people who wore restraint like another layer of tailoring. Every conversation carried the subtle undercurrent of status. Everyone measuring everyone else.

	And Clare had spent the entire evening doing what she always did inside rooms like this.

	Pretending she belonged.

	Even now, standing beside a corpse in a gallery worth more than most people’s homes, her first instinct was humiliation.

	What had she touched?

	Who had seen her?

	Had someone noticed her near the painting earlier?

	God.

	Her fingerprints.

	The realization hit with sudden force.

	She looked down instinctively toward her hands.

	One of her gloves was missing.

	A sharp panic rose inside her chest.

	“No,” she whispered aloud, though there was no one left in the room to hear it.

	She turned abruptly, scanning the gallery floor. The towering abstract sculptures. The velvet bench near the center of the room. The scattered glasses abandoned after the private viewing.

	Nothing.

	Her breathing quickened.

	She remembered removing the glove while holding her champagne.

	Or had that happened downstairs?

	No.

	No, she had still been wearing both gloves when Daniel approached her near the painting.

	Hadn’t she?

	The uncertainty terrified her more than the blood.

	Somewhere deeper inside the townhouse, a door slammed shut.

	Clare froze.

	Every muscle in her body locked instantly.

	Footsteps.

	Not close.

	But inside the house.

	Someone else was still here.

	The realization moved through her with cold precision.

	She was no longer standing inside the aftermath of something terrible.

	She was standing inside something that might not yet be over.

	And suddenly, with startling clarity, Clare understood exactly how this would look to the police.

	A dead art dealer.

	A missing masterpiece.

	A young woman alone beside both.

	She imagined the headlines already forming by morning.

	The disgraced academic.

	The ambitious wife.

	The outsider who wanted too much.

	Her stomach turned violently.

	Outside, the distant sound of approaching sirens began to grow louder.

	Closer.

	Coming for her.

	 


Part I

	The Life She Thought She Wanted

	 

	 


Chapter 1

	The Woman on Park Avenue

	At seven forty-five each morning, Clare Bast stood at the kitchen window with a cup of coffee she rarely finished and watched Manhattan begin performing itself.

	From twenty-two floors above Park Avenue, the city looked disciplined. Elegant. Controlled. Black cars glided soundlessly below like pieces moving across a polished chessboard. Men in charcoal overcoats emerged from private buildings carrying leather briefcases and expressions of mild exhaustion. Women in cream wool coats disappeared beneath awnings beside doormen who seemed to know everyone’s names before they spoke them. Delivery trucks arrived with flowers expensive enough to resemble sculpture. Dog walkers moved in organized clusters. Nannies pushed strollers worth more than Clare’s first car.

	Every morning, the city awakened with the confidence of someone certain they belonged to themselves.

	Clare envied that certainty.

	Behind her, the apartment remained impossibly quiet except for the low hum of the refrigerator and the soft clicking sound of Sadie’s cartoon playing somewhere down the hallway. Their daughter had developed an obsession with animated rabbits that spoke in aggressively cheerful voices before eight in the morning, a phenomenon Clare privately considered psychological warfare.

	She glanced toward the marble kitchen island where unread pages from her dissertation sat beneath a bowl of blood oranges arranged by the housekeeper the day before.

	Six hundred and fourteen pages.

	Three years of research.

	And not a single one touched in nearly eleven months.

	The sight of them produced the familiar combination of guilt and resentment she had become skilled at disguising from everyone, including herself.

	Clare lifted the coffee cup to her lips.

	Cold already.

	She drank it anyway.

	“You’re awake early.”

	Jed’s voice entered the room warm with sleep and effortless confidence. Clare turned as he crossed into the kitchen wearing gray cashmere lounge pants and a navy sweater that probably cost more than her monthly student stipend had back at Columbia. His dark hair remained slightly disordered from sleep in a way that somehow improved him. Everything about Jed carried that infuriating quality of appearing accidental while being undeniably perfect.

	He kissed her temple lightly as he passed.

	“You were gone when I woke up,” she said.

	“Conference call with London.”

	“Before seven?”

	He shrugged faintly while reaching for the espresso machine.

	“Tokyo joined too. Apparently no one believes in human suffering except Americans.”

	Clare smiled automatically.

	This was what marriage had become lately. Efficient exchanges performed inside beautiful rooms.

	Not unhappy exactly.

	But increasingly rehearsed.

	Jed moved easily through the apartment as though he had been born understanding places like this. Perhaps he had. Even after six years together, Clare still occasionally forgot that his childhood had included summers in Tuscany and ski holidays in Gstaad and schools where students discussed private equity over lunch. Wealth sat naturally on him because it had never arrived suddenly enough to impress him.

	By contrast, Clare still noticed everything.

	The custom cabinetry.

	The original molding.

	The handwoven rugs.

	The quiet luxury of space itself in Manhattan.

	Some days she caught herself moving carefully through the apartment as though afraid someone might eventually realize she did not belong there.

	Jed glanced toward the stack of dissertation pages.

	“You working on that today?”

	There it was.

	Not criticism.

	Not pressure.

	Somehow worse.

	Gentle encouragement.

	The kind people offered when they were trying to support a version of you they suspected might already be disappearing.

	“I thought about it,” Clare said carefully.

	“That sounds promising.”

	“It’s not.”

	Jed smiled slightly before taking a sip of espresso.

	“You always say that right before you spend six straight hours researching something obscure.”

	“That was before I became a full-time chauffeur to a three-year-old dictator.”

	“Sadie’s leadership style is aggressive,” he admitted.

	“Aggressive authoritarianism.”

	“Still preferable to Congress.”

	She laughed despite herself.

	For a brief moment, the apartment felt lighter.

	Then Jed’s phone vibrated against the countertop.

	The shift in him happened instantly.

	Attention sharpened. Expression narrowed slightly. Clare watched him glance at the screen before answering.

	“Hey, Richard.”

	His tone changed too.

	More measured now.

	Corporate.

	Clare turned back toward the window while he spoke quietly about acquisition numbers and investor concerns and a dinner scheduled later that week at the home of someone important enough to require immediate availability.

	She no longer understood half the conversations surrounding Jed’s work. Finance existed in a language designed to make ordinary people feel excluded. Everything sounded abstract until enormous amounts of money entered the discussion.

	Behind her, Jed lowered his voice further.

	Clare stared down at Park Avenue again.

	A woman below stepped from a town car wearing oversized sunglasses and carrying a bouquet of white peonies wrapped in brown paper. Two construction workers paused briefly to watch her pass.

	It struck Clare suddenly that New York rewarded performance better than any city on earth.

	Everyone here seemed to understand who they were supposed to be.

	The successful banker.

	The brilliant curator.

	The political wife.

	The cultural philanthropist.

	The downtown artist pretending not to care about money while secretly pursuing people who had it.

	Identity in Manhattan was less about truth than consistency.

	And Clare, increasingly, felt herself slipping between versions of who she had once intended to become.

	When she first arrived in the city at twenty-four with a scholarship and two suitcases, she had believed absolutely in the future waiting for her. She would finish her doctorate. Publish serious work. Teach at a respected university. Spend her life inside archives and museums and classrooms discussing forgotten female painters overlooked by art history because powerful men had once decided they were unimportant.

	Back then, ambition had felt noble.

	Clean.

	Then she met Jed at a museum fundraiser neither of them had intended to attend.

	And everything changed slowly enough to feel natural at the time.

	Marriage.

	Pregnancy.

	Deferred deadlines.

	A leave of absence that quietly stretched into years.

	Now she was thirty-four years old living inside a seven-million-dollar apartment surrounded by evidence of extraordinary success while privately feeling as though some essential part of herself had gone missing without anyone noticing.

	Jed ended the call.

	“Sorry,” he said.

	“It’s fine.”

	“You sure?”

	“Yes.”

	He studied her for a moment longer than usual.

	Clare hated when he looked at her like that. Gently concerned. As though he sensed something unsettled beneath the surface but could not identify it clearly enough to name.

	“You should get out today,” he said. “Go somewhere besides this apartment.”

	“I leave the apartment.”

	“You go to preschool pickup.”

	“That counts.”

	“It absolutely does not.”

	He crossed toward her again, softer now.

	“There’s that luncheon Friday at the Whitmore gallery. Vivienne asked if we were coming.”

	Clare suppressed a sigh.

	Vivienne Mercer.

	Beautiful, connected, terrifyingly polished Vivienne Mercer whose husband sat on the boards of three museums and whose apartments contained enough postwar art to fund small governments.

	“Do I have a choice?”

	“You always have a choice.”

	“That’s easy for someone born knowing which fork to use.”

	Jed laughed quietly.

	“You realize no one actually cares about that except people convinced they’re being judged.”

	“That sounds suspiciously like something rich people tell each other.”

	“Probably because it’s true.”

	But Clare was not entirely convinced.

	Because she had seen the glances before.

	The subtle pauses after mentioning her childhood in Rochester.

	The polite curiosity surrounding her scholarship background.

	The occasional surprise that she knew how to discuss Cy Twombly or Venetian restoration techniques without having grown up spending summers in Europe.

	Old money Manhattan never asked directly where you came from.

	It simply noticed when your answers arrived half a second too late.

	Jed stepped closer and touched her waist lightly.

	“You know what I think?”

	“What?”

	“I think you’ve spent so long worrying whether these people accept you that you’ve forgotten most of them are desperate for approval too.”

	Clare looked at him.

	“You really believe that?”

	“I work with billionaires every day,” he said dryly. “Trust me. Insecurity scales beautifully with income.”

	She smiled again, though less easily this time.

	Because part of her wanted desperately to believe him.

	And another part feared he was wrong.

	After Jed disappeared into the bedroom to change for work, Clare remained at the window holding her cold coffee while the city continued glittering below like something expensive and untouchable.

	Somewhere deep inside herself, beneath motherhood and marriage and luxury and routine, she still carried the memory of the woman she had intended to become.

	Lately that woman felt less like a former version of herself and more like someone she had once known very well before losing contact entirely.

	And though Clare did not yet realize it, that quiet sense of loss would soon become the most dangerous thing about her.

	 


Chapter 2

	The Things Left Unfinished

	The storage box arrived on a Thursday afternoon in early March while Clare was sitting at the dining table pretending to read an article she had already reread three times without absorbing a single sentence.

	Outside, Manhattan wore the exhausted grayness of late winter. The city looked damp and expensive through the apartment windows, its towers dissolving into low clouds that pressed heavily over Park Avenue. Somewhere downtown, rain had begun falling. Clare could see it advancing slowly northward across the skyline like a curtain.

	“Mommy?”

	Sadie stood beside the sofa holding a stuffed rabbit by one ear.

	“Yes, sweetheart?”

	“Mr. Pickles is sick again.”

	Clare closed the journal article immediately with the solemnity required for toddler emergencies.

	“Oh no. Is it serious?”

	Sadie nodded gravely.

	“He needs the doctor blanket.”

	“The doctor blanket. Of course.”

	By the time Clare finished wrapping the rabbit in a cashmere throw from Restoration Hardware and administering imaginary medicine from a toy tea set, the doorman had already called upstairs.

	“Package delivery for Mrs. Bast.”

	“I’m not expecting anything.”

	“It’s from Columbia University.”

	Clare went still.

	For one brief irrational moment, her stomach tightened.

	Columbia.

	No one from the department had contacted her directly in nearly six months.

	“Send it up,” she said quietly.

	Ten minutes later, the box sat unopened on the dining table.

	Small.

	Unremarkable.

	Still somehow capable of altering the atmosphere of the entire room.

	Sadie had already lost interest and wandered back toward cartoons, but Clare remained staring at the return address as though it might rearrange itself into something less dangerous if she waited long enough.

	Department of Art History and Archaeology.

	The sight of it produced a strange ache inside her chest.

	Not grief exactly.

	Something duller.

	The emotional equivalent of touching a bruise that never fully healed.

	She finally reached for the scissors.

	Inside the box were books.

	Notebooks.

	Research files.

	Photographs.

	Her office, reduced to cardboard.

	A yellow sticky note rested on top in familiar handwriting.

	Clare —

	We needed the space temporarily during renovations and assumed you’d want these materials returned rather than archived. Hope you’re well.

	— Elise

	No mention of when she might return.

	No question about the dissertation.

	No discussion of unfinished work.

	Just administrative politeness.

	Clare sat very still.

	Then slowly lifted the first notebook from the box.

	Her own handwriting stared back at her across the cover.

	Women Painters of the Dutch Late Golden Period.

	Volume III.

	A strange numbness moved through her.

	For years, these notebooks had represented certainty. Direction. Identity. She had once carried them through museum archives in Amsterdam and private collections in Florence with the absolute conviction that her work mattered. Professors had praised her research. Curators had remembered her name. One visiting scholar had even called her dissertation proposal “career-defining.”

	Now the entire thing fit inside a cardboard box beside a bowl of oranges.

	Rain began tapping softly against the windows.

	Clare opened one of the folders carefully.

	Inside were high-resolution photographs of paintings attributed to Marguerite Bastien, the obscure seventeenth-century artist who had become the center of Clare’s academic obsession long before she became Clare Bast herself.

	The irony still occasionally startled her.

	Bastien.

	Bast.

	At first Jed had teased her about it endlessly.

	“You were always destined to study her,” he had once joked while lying beside her in bed downtown during the early years before marriage transformed their lives into schedules and responsibilities and mutual exhaustion.

	Back then, Clare had believed love expanded people.

	She had not yet learned how quietly it could also reduce them.

	Her phone buzzed against the table.

	Vivienne Mercer.

	Clare stared at the name for several seconds before answering.

	“Hello?”

	“Darling, thank God. I was beginning to think you’d abandoned civilization entirely.”

	Vivienne’s voice carried the effortless musical warmth possessed by women who had spent decades attending charity galas and private dinners where sounding unpleasant constituted social failure.

	“I’ve just been busy.”

	“With what?”

	The question arrived lightly.

	Almost joking.

	Still, Clare felt it land.

	Sadie appeared beside the table dragging a blanket behind her.

	“Mommy, Mr. Pickles died.”

	Clare closed her eyes briefly.

	“Oh no.”

	Vivienne laughed softly through the phone.

	“That sounds catastrophic.”

	“It’s been a difficult afternoon for everyone.”

	“Well, I’m rescuing you tomorrow evening regardless. Dinner at the Whitmores’. Very small. Very civilized. Mostly museum people.”

	Museum people.

	The phrase still affected Clare physically.

	Like hearing the distant echo of a former life.

	“I don’t know if I can—”

	“You absolutely can. Jed already said yes.”

	Of course he had.

	Vivienne continued before Clare could respond.

	“And there’s someone I want you to meet. A collector from Geneva with an extraordinary private archive. You’d adore him.”

	Something shifted faintly inside Clare.

	Interest.

	Dangerous interest.

	“You know I’m not really working right now.”

	“Nonsense,” Vivienne said immediately. “A mind like yours doesn’t simply stop existing because you had a child.”

	The words landed harder than Clare expected.

	Because beneath the champagne warmth and social polish, Vivienne possessed a ruthless instinct for identifying emotional weakness.

	And Clare suddenly hated how much she needed to hear that.

	“I’ll think about it,” she said quietly.

	“No thinking. Thinking is how women waste years convincing themselves they no longer deserve interesting lives.”

	The line went silent for a brief moment.

	Then Vivienne softened her tone slightly.

	“Come tomorrow, Clare.”

	Not pressure.

	Not persuasion.

	Something subtler.

	Recognition.

	And perhaps that was what unsettled Clare most.

	After the call ended, she remained seated at the table while rain slid slowly down the windows and afternoon shadows deepened throughout the apartment.

	The storage box remained open before her.

	Unfinished chapters.

	Unpublished research.

	Years of work suspended midway between ambition and abandonment.

	She picked up another folder.

	Inside was a printed photograph of a Bastien painting housed in a private Belgian collection. Clare remembered standing before it years earlier inside a narrow Antwerp townhouse smelling faintly of dust and old velvet while the elderly owner lectured passionately about forgotten female artists erased by history.

	She had been twenty-eight then.

	Certain of herself.

	Certain of the future.

	She studied the younger version of herself reflected faintly in the darkened window now.

	The transformation had happened so gradually she had barely noticed it while living through it.

	Motherhood rearranged time first.

	Marriage rearranged priorities.

	Then slowly, almost invisibly, the world stopped asking about her work at all.

	At dinners, people now introduced her as:

	Jed’s wife.

	Sadie’s mother.

	Never the scholar.

	Never the researcher.

	Never the woman who once believed she might write something important enough to outlive her.

	A terrible thought entered her mind then.

	What if the dissertation was never truly delayed?

	What if it was simply over?

	The possibility hollowed something inside her.

	Across the room, Sadie had fallen asleep sideways on the sofa beneath the cashmere blanket, one small hand still resting protectively atop the stuffed rabbit.

	Clare looked at her daughter and felt the immediate familiar surge of love powerful enough to make every sacrifice seem temporarily defensible.

	And yet beneath it, quieter but increasingly impossible to ignore, lived another feeling entirely.

	Loss.

	Not dramatic.

	Not visible.

	The kind that accumulated silently over years until one day a woman looked up from her beautiful life and realized she no longer recognized herself inside it.

	Outside, thunder rolled faintly across Manhattan.

	Clare closed the dissertation folder carefully and returned it to the box.

	But she did not seal the box again.

	For the first time in months, she left it open.
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