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T

he email arrived at 11:47 p.m., which should have been Tessa's first warning.

Nothing good came to her after midnight. Bad decisions did. Drunk texts did. Daniel had, once, in the early days, when he still pretended to be sorry.

She was at the kitchen counter in an oversized shirt and underwear, eating peanut butter from the jar with a spoon because the dishes were still in the box marked KITCHEN — MISC. and she hadn't found the will to unpack them. Three weeks in the new apartment and the place still looked like a crime scene of someone else's life. Her life. Whatever.

The laptop glowed. The subject line read: Re: Senior Project Lead — Meridian Group.


Tessa set down the spoon.


She'd interviewed for the role six weeks ago. Written it off. Told Maren over wine that she was probably going to take the copywriting contract at the fitness brand and stop pretending she was going to rebuild anything. Maren had looked at her across the table with that flat, unblinking look she used when Tessa was being a coward and said, Honey, you are not a copywriter. You are a project lead who is currently scared.


She hadn't been wrong.

Tessa opened the email.


It was short, and it was signed by someone named Priya Anand, Chief of Staff to the CEO, and it said that the role was hers if she still wanted it. Compensation package attached. Start date flexible. A line at the bottom: Mr. Cross is looking forward to having you on the team.


She read the line three times.

Mr. Cross.


There were a lot of men named Cross in the city. It was a common enough name. It didn't have to mean anything.

She closed the laptop. Opened it again. Read the line a fourth time and felt the peanut butter turn over in her stomach.

Then she did what any reasonable woman did at 11:52 on a Tuesday when the past walked back into her inbox wearing a salary and a benefits package. She called her best friend.

Maren picked up on the second ring. "If you're dying, I'm coming. If you're spiraling, I'm coming but I'm bringing fries."


"I got the Meridian job."


A pause. "Tessa. That's — wait. Why do you sound like that? That's the one you wanted. That's the big one."


"The CEO is Adrian Cross."


The silence on the line lasted long enough that Tessa pulled the phone away from her ear to check the call was still connected.


"Adrian Cross," Maren said slowly, "like Adrian Adrian.


Like the Adrian."

"I haven't said his first name out loud in four years, Maren, so I'm going to need you to not make me say it again."

"Oh, you're going to say it a lot. You're going to say it in this conversation at minimum four more times." Maren's voice softened at the edges. "Tess. Are you okay?"

She was sitting on her kitchen floor now. She didn't remember getting down there. The tile was cold through the thin cotton of her shirt and she was very aware of it, the way she was suddenly very aware of everything: the hum of the fridge, the sirens two blocks south, the slow thud of her own pulse in her throat.


"I'm fine."

"You're on the floor."

"I'm fine."


"Okay." Maren was quiet for a beat. "Tell me what the package is."

Tessa told her. She had to read it off the screen twice because her eyes kept sliding off the numbers, but she told her. Base salary higher than anything she'd been offered. Bonus structure. Equity in the development. Relocation assistance she didn't need. A project budget that made her last job look like a school fundraiser.

It was the kind of offer that rebuilt a career. The kind that papered over the last eighteen months — the breakup, the slow professional bleed of leaving her old firm to escape the long shadow Daniel had cast over it, the months of freelancing that paid rent but hollowed her out. The kind of offer that said, clearly and without sentiment: You are still somebody.

"He has to know it's me," Tessa said. "Priya Anand didn't find my résumé in a drawer. He gave her my name."


"You don't know that."


"I applied six weeks ago. He would have seen it. He sees everything." That was the thing about Adrian Cross that people who only read the business pages never understood. They thought he was cold because he was rich. He wasn't cold. He was exact. He missed nothing. He filed everything. He remembered a slight from 2009 with the same fidelity he remembered a quarterly figure.


Which meant he remembered her.


Which meant this email, landing tonight, with his name signed onto her future, was not an accident.


"Why now?" Tessa said. She wasn't really asking Maren.

"Does it matter?"


It didn't. Or it did. She couldn't tell because she was sitting on her kitchen floor in her underwear and her brain was doing that thing where it ran two tracks at once — the professional track, cool and competent, calculating what this role would do for the next decade of her life, and the other track, the one she kept locked in a room at the back of her head, the one that remembered the weight of his hand on the back of her neck in a doorway in Brooklyn four years ago and the low, ruinous sound he'd made when he'd let himself want her.

She stood up. Her knees ached. She was thirty-one and she ached in places she hadn't ached at twenty-five, and she hated that she noticed, because noticing meant she was counting, and counting meant she was aware of the years that had passed since she'd last been in the same room as Adrian Cross, and she did not want to be aware of that.


"I'm going to take it," she said.

"I know you are."

"I'm taking it because it's the right move."

"I know it is."

"I'm not taking it because of him."


"Tessa." Maren's voice was gentle now, the way it got when she was about to say something true. "You don't have to convince me. Convince yourself on the way there. But take the job." She took the job.

She wrote the reply at 12:14 a.m., sitting back at the counter with the spoon finally put away and the laptop angled so the kitchen light didn't glare off the screen. She wrote it three times. The first version was too warm. The second was too clipped. The third was the version she sent: professional, brief, grateful in the measure that was expected and no more. Ms. Anand — Thank you. I'm pleased to accept. I'll have signed paperwork back to you by end of day Thursday. She signed it Tessa Blake and did not let her hand hover over the keyboard the way it wanted to.


She did not address any part of the email to him.

She told herself that mattered.


❧


She couldn't sleep.


At 1:30 she was at the window, forehead against the cold glass, watching the city do the thing it did at 1:30, which was refuse to rest. Cabs. A delivery bike running a red. The bodega on the corner flipping its neon sign to OPEN. Somewhere a few blocks north a siren wound down to nothing.


Four years.


Four years since she'd stood in a different doorway, in a different life, and told Adrian Cross that she couldn't do it — couldn't be the woman who waited for a man who wouldn't let her in, couldn't keep loving someone who treated his own heart like a liability. She'd said it cleanly because she'd practiced it, and she'd meant every word, and she had also been, in a way she'd never admitted to anyone including herself, waiting for him to stop her.


He hadn't.


He'd stood there with his hands in his pockets and that stillness he wore like armor, and he'd let her go, and the silence he'd answered her with had been louder than any argument. She'd walked three blocks in the cold before she'd let herself cry, and she'd cried in a way she hadn't cried since she was a kid, the kind that shook her whole chest, and then she'd gone home and washed her face and gone to work the next morning and been fine.


She'd been fine for four years.


The city slid under her gaze, indifferent and lit. She pressed her fingertips to the glass and felt the winter on the other side of it.

The job was the right move. The money was the right move.

The project — Meridian, the luxury development on the West Side, the one every architect and designer in the city was whispering about — was exactly the kind of work she'd spent her twenties chasing. She would be insane to turn it down because a man she used to love happened to own it.


She was not going to be insane about this.


She was going to walk into that building in two weeks, in a blazer that fit and heels that meant business, and she was going to call him Mr. Cross and mean it, and she was going to do the job she'd been hired to do, and she was not, under any circumstances, going to let him see that he'd ever gotten to her.


It was a good plan.


She went to bed at 2:00 and lay there with her eyes open in the dark and listened to the radiator tick and did not, even once, let herself imagine what it would feel like to be in a room with him again.


She failed at that almost immediately.


At 2:14 she picked up her phone, opened the browser, and — telling herself it was research, telling herself it was professional due diligence, telling herself every lie she needed to tell — she typed his name.

The first image result was a photograph from a finance gala, six months old. Black tie. Jaw set. Eyes that looked at the camera the way they looked at everything: like they were already three moves ahead and had decided you weren't one of them.

He'd aged, the way men who took care of themselves aged — not softer, just more settled into the bones of his own face. The grey at his temples was new. Or maybe it wasn't. Maybe she just hadn't let herself look at a photograph of him in long enough to notice.

She closed the browser. Opened it. Closed it again. Put the phone face-down on the nightstand.

Mr. Cross is looking forward to having you on the team.

"Good," she said to the dark apartment, to no one, to him. "So am I."

It was a lie. It was the first one she told about Adrian Cross in four years, and she already knew it would not be the last.

––––––––
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A

drian had built his entire life around the principle that a room could be controlled.

You chose the room. You chose the time. You controlled who entered it, and when, and from which door, and how long they were permitted to stay. You kept the light where you wanted it. You kept the chairs where you wanted them. You made sure the room worked for you and never the other way around, and if you did all of that correctly, then the thing that happened inside the room — the negotiation, the refusal, the deal — would happen on your terms.

He had controlled rooms for fifteen years. He was very good at it.

He was not, he was discovering, good at controlling this one.

It was the corner office on the forty-second floor, the one he kept for himself when he was in the Meridian building. Glass on two sides. The river in the distance, grey and flat under a March sky that couldn't decide what it wanted to be. The desk was clear except for a laptop and a single folder. Two chairs faced it, angled toward each other rather than toward him — a deliberate choice, a softening he had asked Priya to arrange three days ago and which he had regretted asking for approximately every six minutes since.


The folder on the desk was Tessa Blake's file.


He had not opened it. He didn't need to. He could have told you her résumé from memory because he had read it eleven times in the six weeks since her name had come across his desk, the first time at 3:00 in the morning when he had been alone in this same office with a glass of something he shouldn't have been drinking, and he had read the name Tessa Blake and felt the floor tilt under him in a way that floors were not supposed to tilt for a man of thirty-five who owned the building they stood in.

He had not, in those six weeks, allowed himself to look at a photograph of her. That was the line he had drawn. He could read her accomplishments. He could note the firms she'd worked for, the projects she'd led, the reputation she'd earned in a field that did not hand reputations to women lightly. He could do all of that and tell himself it was professional diligence. But he would not look at her face on a screen. He would wait. He would see her when he saw her, in a room, in person, the way a man was supposed to meet another person, and he would know then whether the thing in his chest was a memory or something else.


It was 9:04. She was four minutes late.


He knew this because he had been watching the clock since 8:58, which was itself a kind of failure, because Adrian Cross did not watch clocks. Clocks watched him. He had built a career on the understanding that his time was the most expensive thing in any room he entered, and other people arranged themselves around it. Waiting for someone was a concession he did not make.


He was making it now.


At 9:06 the outer door opened. He heard Priya's voice — that low, even murmur she used with visitors, the one that was warm without being friendly — and then a second voice, and his hand, the one resting flat on the desk, did something it had not done in four years. It unclenched. He had not realized it was clenched. The fingers straightened one by one, slow, deliberate, and he pressed the palm flat against the wood and held it there because he needed to feel something solid and cool.

He heard her say, "Thank you, I'll find my way," and Priya say, "He's expecting you," and then there was a knock — two knocks, precise, unhurried, the knock of a woman who had decided exactly what kind of knock she was going to give before she raised her hand.


"Come in."

The door opened.


And then the room was no longer under his control at all.

❧

She was taller than he remembered, which was impossible, because he remembered her exactly. She was wearing a blazer the color of charcoal smoke, cut sharp across the shoulders, and beneath it something ivory that caught the grey light from the windows. Her hair was different — shorter, pulled back, severe in a way that was clearly meant to be severe and which therefore, perversely, drew more attention to the line of her jaw and the pale column of her throat. She was wearing heels that were not apologizing for anything.


She stopped two steps into the room.


He watched her take her measure of him. He watched her do it quickly, the way a person took their measure of a drop before they jumped — a single sweep, top to bottom, the careful blankness of her expression telling him everything her face refused to tell him. He had spent a year learning to read that blankness. He had not forgotten how.


"Mr. Cross."


Her voice was even. Warm in the way a hotel lobby was warm: deliberately, expensively, impersonally.


"Tessa."


He had not meant to say her name like that. He had rehearsed it, in fact, in the car that morning — Ms. Blake, he was going to say, welcome to Meridian, and his voice was going to be the voice he used in boardrooms, the one that moved markets — and instead what had come out was her name in the old register, the one from four years ago, the one that had no armor on it, and he watched her hear it and watched her not react and the not reacting was worse than anything she could have done.

He stood. He came around the desk because that was what you did, because he was not going to conduct this meeting from behind a piece of furniture like a man hiding. He extended his hand.

She looked at it for a fraction of a second. Then she crossed the remaining distance and took it.

Her hand was cool. Her grip was firm and brief and entirely correct, the handshake of a professional woman who had shaken a thousand hands and intended to shake a thousand more and did not intend for any of them to mean a goddamn thing. She let go first. She let go first on purpose. He knew this because he knew her, and he hated that he knew her, and he hated more that the knowing had not faded in four years the way a reasonable man's knowing would have faded, that it had instead settled into him like a splinter he'd never been able to reach.

"Thank you for the offer," she said. "I'm looking forward to the work."

"The work." He heard himself repeat it. "Yes. The work."

A silence opened between them. It was the kind of silence that had weather in it. He was aware of the river in the window behind him, the buildings across it, the small fact of the closed door at her back, and he was aware — with a clarity that felt like standing in a cold wind — that he had not thought, in any of his eleven readings of her résumé, about what he was going to actually do when she was standing in front of him again. He had managed the room. He had not managed himself.


"Please." He gestured to the chairs. "Sit."


She sat. He sat across from her, the low table between them now instead of the desk, the folder still untouched, and he watched her fold her hands in her lap the way she used to fold them across restaurant tables, the same precise interlocking of the fingers, and the recognition of it landed in him like a blow he should have braced for.

"I had Priya send over the preliminary briefs," he said. He was retrieving his voice now, pulling it back into the register it belonged in. "The development timeline is aggressive. Twelve months to launch. You'll have full operational authority over the design and execution teams."


"I read them last night."

"Notes?"


"Several." The corner of her mouth moved. Not a smile. The ghost of one, the place where a smile would be if she were willing to give it to him. "I'll send them by end of day. Your architect is overcomplicating the atrium."

Something in his chest that had been clenched for nine minutes loosened, just slightly. This was the thing he remembered. This was the thing that had undone him the first time — not the way she looked, though that had been its own catastrophe, but the way she walked into a room and immediately told him what was wrong with it, without flinching, without softening, as though the possibility that he might not want to hear it had never occurred to her. As though his silence did not frighten her.

It had frightened everyone else. It had never frightened her.


"The atrium," he said, "is the signature feature."


"The atrium," she said, "is a vanity project. It's beautiful and it doesn't function. You have a foot-traffic bottleneck on the second level that your architect has dressed up as a design choice. I can show you the numbers."


"Show me the numbers."


"I will." She held his gaze. Her eyes were the same. That was the unbearable thing. Everything else had been polished, sharpened, armored — the blazer, the hair, the handshake — but her eyes were exactly the same as they had been in a kitchen in Brooklyn when she'd told him she couldn't do it anymore, and he could see in them now the same thing he had refused to see then: that she was not as steady as she was performing.

That underneath the professional, underneath the charcoal blazer and the correct handshake and the foot-traffic bottleneck, something in her was shaking.

He had put it there. Not today. Four years ago. And he had spent four years telling himself he'd done the right thing, the clean thing, the thing a man like him was supposed to do when a woman like her told him she was leaving — he had let her. He had not reached for her. He had stood in the doorway with his hands in his pockets and he had said nothing because saying something would have been a kind of begging and Adrian Cross did not beg, and so she had gone, and he had told himself every day since that silence was the same as strength.


He was no longer sure it was.

"I'm glad you took the job," he said.


It came out quieter than he meant. He watched her register the quiet. He watched her decide what to do with it.


"I took the job," she said, "because it's the right role."

"I know."

"Not because—"

"I know, Tessa."


Her name again, in that same unguarded register, and this time her composure cracked — just a hairline fracture, invisible to anyone who hadn't spent a year memorizing the surface of her face, but he saw it. The faintest tightening around her eyes.

The smallest unevenness in her next breath.

She recovered instantly. She had always recovered instantly. It was one of the things he'd loved most and feared most about her: the speed of her repairs.


"Good," she said. "Then we understand each other."

"We do."


She stood. He stood, because he would not be the one sitting while she walked out. She extended her hand again and he took it — he had no choice, socially, professionally, in any framework that mattered he had no choice — and this time he held it one second longer than was correct, and he felt her fingers tense against his, and he let go.

She walked to the door. She opened it. She paused there, half in the hall, half in his room, and for a moment she was backlit by the cold corridor light and she looked exactly like she had the last time, silhouette in a doorway, and his whole body went still with the effort of not speaking.


"Mr. Cross," she said, without turning around.

"Tessa."


"I do good work." A beat. "Don't make me regret being here."

She left. The door closed behind her with a soft, deliberate click.

Adrian stood where he was for a long time. The river moved in the window. The city moved beyond it, indifferent and lit and going on about its business the way cities did, the way they had always done, the way they would do long after both of them were dust.

He sat down in the chair she had just left. It was still warm.

He put his elbows on his knees and he pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes and he stayed like that, alone in the room he had built to control, and he let himself, for exactly thirty seconds, remember what it had felt like to be the kind of man she had once wanted him to be.

Then he straightened. He smoothed his face back into the configuration the world expected of him. He picked up the folder he still had not opened, and he opened it, and he looked at her photograph for the first time in four years.

She was smiling in it. A small, professional smile, the one she gave to cameras and clients. But her eyes — her eyes were the same.

He closed the folder. He set it down. He looked at the closed door.

"Don't make me regret it either," he said, to the empty room, to the woman already three floors below him walking back to a life he had no claim on, and his voice, in the silence, did not sound like his own.
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he made it to the elevator before her hands started shaking.

She rode it alone — a mercy, a single car, the doors closing on the empty corridor — and she watched the floor numbers count down, forty-two, thirty-nine, thirty-six, and she stood very still with her briefcase in one hand and the other hand curled into a fist at her side where no one could see it, and she breathed the way she had taught herself to breathe in the months after Daniel, the way you breathed when your body wanted to do something your mind could not afford: slow count in, hold, slow count out.

She did not cry. She was not going to cry in the elevator of a building she had just been hired to help run. She was a professional. She was thirty-one years old. She had survived worse than a forty-minute meeting with a man who used to know what she sounded like when she couldn't sleep.

The lobby was marble and glass and a man in a uniform held the door for her and the cold hit her face like a reset. She walked two blocks east before she let herself stop, on the edge of a small park where the trees were still bare and the benches were still wet with the morning's rain, and she sat down on one of them and did not care that the cold seeped through the wool of her trousers because she needed to be somewhere that was not his building and she needed to think.


Mr. Cross.


She had said it correctly. She had stood up, she had shaken his hand, she had told him his architect was wrong, she had walked out — and for the entire duration of the meeting she had been, by every external measure, the woman she had come here to be. Competent. Unruffled. Indifferent to the history between them. She had been so good at it that she had almost believed it herself, right up until the moment he'd said her name in that low, stripped register and the whole performance had come within a breath of collapsing.


Tessa.


The way he'd said it. Like it was a word he hadn't let himself say in a long time. Like it cost him something.

She was not going to think about what it cost him. What it cost Adrian Cross was no longer her concern. It had stopped being her concern four years ago, in a doorway in Brooklyn, on a night it had rained so hard the gutters overflowed and she'd stood there with a bag in her hand and told him she was leaving and he had let her.

❧


They had met five years before that.


She'd been twenty-six and two years into a job at a design firm whose name she no longer said aloud, and she'd been leading her first real project — the renovation of a commercial property in SoHo — and the developer backing it had been a quiet, watchful man ten years her senior who had sat at the far end of every meeting and said almost nothing and signed every check without question.


That had been Adrian.


She hadn't understood him at first. Nobody had. The senior partners treated him with a deference that bordered on fear, and the other designers spoke about him in the low voices they used for weather or illness, and Tessa had spent the first three weeks of the project convinced he despised her, because he sat across the table from her in status meetings and looked at her with an expression she could not read and did not speak.

Then one afternoon, alone in the site office, she'd laid out the revised plans for the second floor and he'd looked at them for a long time and said, quietly, You're the only person in this building who isn't afraid of me.


And she'd said, without thinking, Should I be?


And something had shifted in his face. Not a smile — Adrian didn't smile, not then, not easily — but a loosening, a crack in the wall, the first faint evidence that the wall was a wall at all and not simply the shape of the man.


No, he'd said. I don't think you should.

They'd been together within the month.


She had loved him the way you loved something you knew could hurt you — completely, recklessly, with the full knowledge that the ground beneath it was not solid. He was not easy. He was not warm in the ways she'd been taught to expect warmth. He didn't bring her flowers. He didn't say the easy things. What he did was show up — at her apartment at midnight with takeout when she worked late, at her door in the early morning when the project went sideways, at her side in rooms full of people who wanted things from her, a quiet steady presence at her shoulder that said, without saying, I am here, and they will go through me first.

For a year it had been the best thing that had ever happened to her.


And then it hadn't.


❧


It started with his father.


She had never met the elder Cross. Adrian spoke of him rarely and in a voice emptied of inflection, the way a man spoke of a closed account. But she knew the shape of the history from the gaps in it: a hard man, a demanding one, the architect of his son's particular brand of control. Adrian had been raised to believe that feeling was a liability and need was a weakness, and he had believed it so long and so thoroughly that the only way he knew to love her was sideways, obliquely, through acts of presence he would never name.

When the old man got sick — fast, the way these things sometimes moved, a diagnosis in the spring and a hospital by the summer — Adrian went somewhere she could not follow.

Not geographically. He was still in the city. Still in her bed most nights. But the man beside her began to recede, an inch at a time, behind a glass she could see him through but not reach. He stopped coming over at midnight. He stopped being the quiet steady presence at her shoulder. He began to answer her questions with fewer words, then with none, and when she reached for him in the dark he would go still — not pulling away, never pulling away, Adrian was too controlled for that — but still, in a way that told her the door had closed and she was on the wrong side of it.

She had tried. She told herself now, sitting on the wet bench, that she had tried. She had asked him what he needed. She had told him she was there. She had said the words she thought she was supposed to say — You don't have to do this alone, you can talk to me, I'm not going anywhere — and he had nodded and said I know and nothing had changed, and a month of that had turned into two, and the man she loved had become a man she lived alongside, polite and distant and breaking in a way he would not let her witness.


And then there had been the offer.


The detail she had never told him. The thing she had carried for four years like a stone in her pocket.

There had been an offer. Not Meridian — Meridian was now, this job, this moment — but an earlier one, a different one, a position in London that would have moved her career forward by five years and her life onto another continent. It had come in the worst possible August, the month Adrian's father was dying and Adrian himself was a ghost, and she had sat with the offer letter in her kitchen for three days and she had not told him.

She had not told him because she had been afraid. Not of his anger — Adrian did not get angry, not loudly, not the way Daniel later would — but of his silence. She had been afraid that if she said I have this chance, and I need to know if there's a reason to stay, he would do the thing she most feared, which was nothing. That he would look at her with that unreadable face and say You should take it, in the same even voice he used to sign checks, and that the nothing would be the answer, and she would know, finally, that she had been loving a man who could let her go without flinching.


So she hadn't asked. She had decided for both of them.


She had decided he could not give her what she needed, because he was not giving it to her now, in this worst month, when she needed it most. She had decided that love which could not be spoken was not enough. She had decided that she would rather leave than stay and find out he did not want her to, and so she had packed a bag in the rain and she had gone to his door and she had told him it was over, and she had waited — she had stood there in that doorway and she had waited — for him to reach for her.


He hadn't.


He had stood with his hands in his pockets and his face like stone and he had let her go, and the silence he had given her in answer had been the loudest thing she had ever heard, louder even than the rain, and she had walked three blocks in it before she let herself break.

She had told herself, for four years, that she'd had no choice.

Sitting on the bench now, cold through to the bone, she was no longer sure that was true.

She had not asked. That was the thing. She had decided what he would say and she had acted on the decision and she had never, not once, given him the chance to surprise her. She had been so afraid of his silence that she had produced it herself — had forced the ending so that at least the ending would be hers, so that at least she would be the one who left instead of the one who was left — and in doing it she had never found out whether he might have, in that doorway, in that rain, finally said the thing she'd needed to hear.

Maybe he would have. Maybe he wouldn't have. She would never know. That was the cost of it. That was the wound she had given herself and called his fault.

❧


Her phone buzzed. Maren.

How did it go.


Tessa stared at the screen. She typed and deleted three different answers. The first was a lie. The second was worse than a lie. The third was the truth, and the truth was: He said my name and I almost couldn't stand up.


She did not send any of them.

She sent: It went. Drinks tonight?


Always. 7. Don't be late, I have a date after and I need you to vet him through the window.


Tessa almost smiled. Almost.


She put the phone away. She looked at the bare trees, the wet path, the jogger across the park with earbuds in and a dog pulling at the leash. The ordinary machinery of a city going about its morning, indifferent to the woman on the bench who had just sat across from the love of her life and pretended to be a stranger.

Because that was what he was, she told herself. That was what she had made him. A stranger in a corner office who signed checks and said her name like it hurt him. She had ended it. She had walked. She had built four years of a life on the other side of that door, and she was not going to undo it now because he had held her hand one second too long.


She was not.


She stood up. She brushed the wet from the back of her trousers. She adjusted the blazer and squared her shoulders and walked back toward the building with the steady, measured stride of a woman who had a job to do and every intention of doing it.

She got as far as the lobby before her phone buzzed again.

Not Maren.


An unknown number. A single line.


I'm sorry I didn't stop you. I should have stopped you. I think about it every day.

She stood in the marble lobby, the doorman holding the door, the city moving behind her, and she read it three times. She did not reply. She did not know how to reply. She did not know what it meant that Adrian Cross, four years too late, had finally said the thing she had spent four years telling herself she hadn't needed to hear.

She put the phone in her pocket. She walked back out into the cold.


She had a job. She had a plan. She was fine.


She was not fine. But she was going to be. She was going to make herself be, the way she had made herself be every day for four years, by sheer force of will and the refusal to look too long at the thing in her chest that had never stopped aching.


The text sat in her pocket like a second heartbeat.


She did not delete it. That, more
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