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​CHAPTER 1

The Ashford Foundation Gala was an orchestra of wealth conducted by women who understood that power wore Valentino and spoke in carefully modulated tones.

Camille had learned this language sixteen years ago when she married Daniel. She'd spent the first year feeling like an imposter who'd somehow infiltrated the guest list. Now, at forty-four, she moved through these rooms like she'd been born into them—which was perhaps the greatest deception of all.

"Darling, you're absolutely glowing." Margaret Ashford, Daniel's mother, appeared at Camille's elbow with a champagne flute and a smile that never quite reached her eyes. "Is it the dress, or is there news we should know about?"

It was a casual question wrapped in something sharper. There was always a subtext with Margaret.

"Just happy to be here," Camille said, touching Margaret's shoulder in that way she'd perfected—warm enough to seem genuine, distant enough to maintain a boundary. "The ballroom looks stunning this year. Did you approve the floral arrangements?"

Margaret laughed, pleased to be credited. She had approved them. She approved everything, from the guest list to the menu to which charities received funding. The Ashford Foundation was Margaret's domain, her power base, her answer to irrelevance. At seventy-two, she wielded it like a scepter.

"I thought the peonies were inspired," Margaret said. "Though the committee wanted roses. Can you imagine? Roses. So pedestrian."

Camille nodded in agreement, though honestly, roses would have been fine. More than fine. She'd learned not to have opinions that differed from Margaret's, or at least not to voice them. It was easier that way. Simpler. Less exhausting than being subtly reminded that she was married into this world, not born into it.

She excused herself with the kind of grace that had taken years to perfect—not abrupt, not lingering—and moved deeper into the ballroom.

The Ashford Foundation Gala was held annually at the Metropolitan Club, and it had the peculiar atmosphere of a theater production where everyone was simultaneously actor and audience. The room was all gilt and mirrors, with arrangements of peonies and white orchids creating pools of fragrance in the air. The women wore gowns that cost more than most people's cars. The men wore black tie and the particular ease of men who'd never questioned their right to be anywhere.

Camille had chosen a black silk column dress—understated, elegant, the kind of dress that whispered rather than shouted. She wore her mother's pearl earrings, diamond bracelets that Daniel had given her on their tenth anniversary, and the kind of expression that made people assume she had no thoughts at all, just aesthetics and social graces.

The truth was more complicated. The truth usually was.

She found Daniel near the bar, talking to Richard Pemberton, who ran a hedge fund and had the kind of tan that suggested he spent more time in the Caribbean than in Connecticut. They were laughing about something—golf, probably. Daniel loved golf. He said it was where real business got done, though Camille suspected it was where he went to avoid thinking about anything that required genuine emotional presence.

She watched him for a moment before he noticed her. This was something she did sometimes—studied her husband as though he were a painting she was trying to understand. He was handsome in a way that had probably seemed dangerous when she was twenty-eight and he was thirty-one. Dark hair, sharp features, the kind of physical confidence that came from always getting what he wanted. He wore success the way other men wore cologne. It clung to him, inevitable and complete.

When he saw her, his face shifted into the expression he used in public—warm, proprietary, the look of a man who'd made an excellent purchase and was pleased with the acquisition. He excused himself from Pemberton and met her halfway.

"There you are," he said, kissing her cheek in a way that was careful not to disturb her makeup. "You look beautiful."

"Thank you. How's the conversation with Richard?"

"Dull. He wants to invest in the Miami development, but the numbers don't work. I've told him that three times." Daniel took a sip of his drink—scotch, neat. He always drank scotch at these events. He said it was easier than having to explain why he didn't drink wine. "Should we do our rounds? Your mother wants to talk to you about the auction results."

Your mother. Not his mother. The distinction was subtle but telling. Margaret was Camille's problem now, a social obligation that came with marrying him. He was absolved of responsibility for her demands.

"In a moment," Camille said. "Let me just catch my breath."

Daniel looked at her as though catching one's breath was a concept he didn't quite understand. He was always moving, always thinking three moves ahead, always calculating the next advantage. Stillness made him anxious.

"Are you all right?" he asked, in the way one might ask if a car had a tire problem—a practical concern, not an emotional one.

"I'm fine. Just the noise. It's a lot."

This was true and not true. The noise was manageable. What was actually happening, though she couldn't quite articulate it yet, was that she was aware of being tired. Not physically tired. Existentially tired. The kind of exhaustion that came from maintaining a façade so consistently that you forgot there might be something underneath.

She'd been thinking about this more lately. In therapy, which she went to and never told Daniel about, she'd mentioned that the marriage felt "stable but static." Her therapist, a woman named Dr. Patel who had a unsettling ability to hear what Camille wasn't saying, had asked: "Is stable the same thing as satisfied?"

Camille hadn't answered. But she'd thought about the question every day for two weeks.

"Let's dance," she said to Daniel now, taking his drink and setting it on a passing server's tray.

He looked surprised. Daniel didn't particularly enjoy dancing. He tolerated it as part of the evening's social requirements, the way one tolerated gala seating arrangements or the obligatory silent auction.

"It's a waltz," Camille said.

The orchestra was playing something that fell somewhere between classical and contemporary—elegant, safe, the kind of music that wouldn't challenge anyone's expectations. Daniel took her hand and guided her to the dance floor with the same precision he used in business. He held her at the right distance. His hand found the small of her back. They moved in step, two people who'd danced together many times and had developed a competent, if uninspired, rhythm.

Camille watched the other couples moving around them. Some of them looked like they were in love. Others looked like they were executing a transaction. She wondered which category she and Daniel fell into, then decided it was probably something else entirely: a kind of sophisticated choreography that had nothing to do with passion and everything to do with performance.

"What are you thinking about?" Daniel asked.

"Nothing," she said, because that was always the safest answer. "I'm thinking about how much I like this song."

He nodded, satisfied. He never pressed. He never asked the questions that might reveal something uncomfortable. He was a man who'd built a successful empire on the principle that if you didn't acknowledge a problem, it didn't exist.

The waltz ended. They applauded. Margaret waved from across the room, gesturing for them to join her. Camille felt the familiar pull of obligation, the weight of expectation.

She would go to Margaret. She would listen to updates on the auction. She would smile and nod and ask the right questions. She would maintain the façade.

She would do all of this because it was what she'd learned to do.

And she would continue to wonder, in that small quiet part of herself that she kept locked away, whether this was actually living or just an very convincing performance of a life.

​CHAPTER 2

BY THE END OF THE EVENING, Camille's feet hurt and her face ached from smiling.

The gala had followed its predictable arc: cocktails, silent auction, dinner (sea bass, underseasoned, paired with wine someone important had selected), speeches (the foundation had raised twelve million dollars), dancing (orchestrated and dutiful), and final rounds of goodbye conversations where people said things like, "We must do dinner soon," knowing they never would.

Daniel had spent the latter half of the night networking with potential investors for a new property development in North Carolina. He'd been animated in a way he rarely was—laughing, leaning close, making the kind of eye contact that suggested genuine interest. Camille watched from a distance and felt a familiar twist of something she couldn't quite name. Not quite jealousy. Something closer to longing.

They drove home in Daniel's Range Rover, the leather seats soft against her bare shoulders. The highway stretched before them, empty at this hour. Camille watched the lights of Connecticut pass and thought about how she'd spent sixteen years building a life that looked perfect from the outside and felt increasingly hollow when she was alone.

"Good night?" Daniel asked, his attention mostly on the road.

"Very good. Your speech was well-received."

"It was fine. Pemberton is still interested in the Miami deal. I told him we'd review the numbers."

This was how they talked. Polite observations. Practical updates. Never anything that required vulnerability or genuine presence.

Camille closed her eyes and let the hum of the engine carry her thoughts somewhere else. She thought about Dr. Patel's question again: Is stable the same thing as satisfied?

No, she decided. It wasn't.

They arrived home at the Greenwich estate near midnight. It was a beautiful property—twelve bedrooms, infinity pool, grounds designed by a landscape architect who'd been featured in Architectural Digest. When Camille had first seen it as Daniel's fiancée, she'd thought it was the most magnificent place she'd ever set eyes on. Now, after sixteen years, it felt like a museum she was required to inhabit. Every room was perfect. Nothing in it was truly hers.

Daniel went directly to his study to check emails. Camille went upstairs to the master bedroom and changed into the silk nightgown that was part of her evening routine. She did her skincare—the expensive serums and creams that she'd learned made a difference at her age. She brushed her teeth. She climbed into bed and waited for Daniel to join her.

When he did, an hour later, he was already pulling off his clothes with the efficiency of someone checking off a to-do list. He showered quickly—five minutes, always five minutes—and returned smelling of expensive soap.

"Tired?" he asked, which was code for "Do you want to have sex tonight?"

Camille considered the question seriously. She was tired. But more importantly, she wasn't interested. The thought of performing arousal, of letting him inside her body while her mind remained separate and observing, made her feel exhausted in a way that transcended physical fatigue.

"Yes," she said. "It was a long night."

He nodded, accepting this without comment. He got into bed beside her, close enough to touch but not quite touching. Within minutes, his breathing deepened and he was asleep.

Camille lay in the darkness next to her husband of sixteen years and wondered when exactly they'd stopped being a couple and started being two people who shared a zip code. She wondered if he felt it too, or if he was genuinely content with this version of marriage. She wondered if there was something wrong with her for wanting more.

Outside, the December wind rattled the windows. The house was silent except for the soft tick of the heating system and the distant sound of the highway beyond their property. Camille stared at the ceiling and made a decision, though she didn't fully understand what she was deciding.

Tomorrow, she thought. Tomorrow she would start paying attention.

Tomorrow, she would stop performing and start
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