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	CHAPTER ONE

	Nadia

	❧

	The apartment was beautiful, and it was entirely mine, and some nights that was almost enough.

	I had chosen every single thing in it. The matte-black faucets in the kitchen, the linen curtains that pooled slightly on the hardwood floor because I'd read somewhere that pooling curtains made a room feel less afraid of itself. The velvet sofa in a color the manufacturer called “Dusk” and I privately called “the color of surviving something.” Bookshelves I'd built myself over a long April weekend with a bottle of wine and an instruction manual that assumed optimism I no longer possessed. Everything in the apartment was mine, chosen deliberately, with no negotiation. No one had said, “Do we really need another plant?” or “Isn’t that sofa a bit—” No. Just mine. Entirely and quietly mine.

	Eighteen months since I’d moved out of the penthouse on Park Avenue. Eighteen months since I’d told the movers to take everything I’d brought into the marriage and nothing that had been absorbed into it. Eighteen months since I’d stood in the freight elevator of a building that had once felt like home, watching the floors descend and thinking: this is what the end of six years looks like. Cardboard boxes labeled in my own handwriting. The weight of a life in transit.

	I was fine now. I want to be clear about that, because the word “fine” does so much work in the vocabulary of women who have survived something, and I mean it precisely. Not happy in an uncomplicated way — I don’t think I’ll ever be that again, and I’m not sure I want to be. Uncomplicated happiness always struck me as a failure of attention. But fine. Genuinely, carefully, hard-won fine.

	My firm had just completed its largest residential commission to date: a complete interior redesign of a 4,200-square-foot penthouse in Tribeca for a tech entrepreneur who had the good taste to hire me and the good sense to mostly stay out of my way. We’d been featured in Architectural Digest’s digital edition that spring, and the inquiries had not stopped coming in. I had three designers on staff, a fourth interviewing next week, and a client list that I had built myself — not through Dominic’s connections, or not only through them, which was the distinction that cost me years of proving.

	I was at a walkthrough on a Tuesday in October when the day first announced itself as one I would remember.

	The apartment belonged to a woman named Giselle Fontaine, CFO of a private equity firm headquartered in Midtown, recently divorced, recently rewarded with a bonus that she described, without apology, as “obscene.” She had come to me through a referral, and she’d arrived at our first meeting with a single clear brief: “I want a home that looks like someone lives there who doesn’t apologize for herself.” I had liked her immediately.

	The apartment was on the thirty-fourth floor of a building in the West Village, with floor-to-ceiling windows that looked southwest toward the Hudson. We’d taken the open plan and divided it into distinct emotional territories: a living room that invited conversation, a library corner that said clearly ‘this is where I think,’ a kitchen that was serious about cooking without being aggressive about it. We’d used warm plaster walls in a deep ochre that shifted from amber in the afternoon to almost copper in the evening light. The furniture was a controlled tension between old and new — a nineteenth-century French writing desk reupholstered in slate-gray mohair, modern Italian sofas with legs so slender they looked like they were considering flight.

	“It’s exactly right,” Giselle said, standing in the center of the living room with her arms loosely crossed. She turned in a slow circle, taking it in. “It looks like I always knew what I wanted.”

	“That’s the point,” I told her.

	My lead designer, Priya, caught my eye over Giselle’s shoulder and gave me a small, satisfied nod. We had argued, briefly, about the ochre. Priya had thought it was too warm for the client’s profile — too domestic, she said, when what Giselle projected was clean authority. I’d disagreed. I’d said: the authority is what she shows the world, and that’s already handled. What a home does is hold what the world doesn’t see. Giselle needed warmth. She just needed it on her own terms.

	I thought of that distinction often these days. The difference between the self you project and the self you come home to.

	After the walkthrough, after Giselle had signed off and the project was officially complete, I stood alone in the apartment for a few minutes while Priya gathered her things. I did this at the end of every project — a private ritual, something between a goodbye and a blessing. I walked through the finished rooms slowly, registering what we’d built. In these moments I felt most clearly what I loved about my work: a space, before people inhabited it, held a kind of potential energy. It was waiting to become the backdrop of someone’s life. Waiting to hold arguments and silences and ordinary Tuesday mornings and the particular ache of 2 a.m. when sleep wouldn’t come.

	I stood at the window and looked out at the Hudson, silver and flat in the October afternoon. The city on the far shore was hazy, indistinct. I thought, as I sometimes did in these moments, about what it would mean to start over. Not in the abstract — I had already started over, was in the ongoing, unglamorous process of it. I meant something smaller. The way a finished room felt like possibility before the furniture acquired its scars. Before the first argument happened in the kitchen. Before someone moved out and left their absence in the shape of every object they’d taken.

	I turned the ring over in my palm — force of habit, the muscle memory of the gesture still intact eighteen months after I’d stopped wearing it. My right hand reaching automatically for a ring that was no longer on my left. I did this when I was thinking about something I preferred not to think about. I had noticed it in therapy. I had not yet stopped doing it.

	Priya appeared in the doorway with her tote bag on her shoulder. “You okay?”

	“Yes,” I said. And then, because she knew me well enough for the fuller answer: “Margot called this morning. There’s a gala in two weeks. The Hartley Foundation benefit at the Met.”

	Priya’s expression shifted in the careful way of someone who has learned to read between my lines. “Mutual connections?”

	“Among others.”

	She didn’t ask who specifically. She already knew. In three years of working together, Dominic Voss had been referenced perhaps five times, always obliquely, always by his absence. She understood the architecture of what I didn’t say.

	“Are you going?” she asked.

	I picked up my own bag. Smoothed the front of my jacket. Gave the apartment one last look — its warmth, its carefully constructed self-possession, its ochre walls holding the last of the afternoon light. “I haven’t decided,” I said.

	I had already decided. I just hadn’t admitted it to myself yet.

	That evening I unpacked the last of three boxes I’d been moving from corner to corner of the apartment for eight months. They were the boxes I’d never fully committed to — the miscellaneous accumulation of a marriage that didn’t sort neatly into ‘his’ and ‘hers,’ the objects that existed in the intersection. A pair of candlesticks I’d bought at a flea market in Paris on our third anniversary. A book of photographs of mid-century Italian architecture that we’d bought together at the Strand the winter we were first married, reading passages aloud to each other in bed with the snow falling outside. A small watercolor of the Amalfi coastline, amateur and slightly wrong in its perspective, that we’d found in a shop in Ravello and carried home wrapped in a sweater.

	I laid these objects out on the kitchen table and looked at them for a long time.

	The problem with beautiful things is that they do not know what happened after you acquired them. They hold the moment of their finding and nothing else. The candlesticks did not know about Celeste Marchetti. The book did not know about the confession. The watercolor did not know about the freight elevator, or the signed papers, or the particular silence that settles inside a marriage in the weeks before it ends — a silence so total and so inhabited that it becomes its own kind of presence.

	I put the candlesticks on the mantle. I put the book on the shelf. I leaned the watercolor against the wall in the hallway, not yet ready to hang it, not yet ready to decide whether it belonged to the life I was building or the life I had left.

	And then, at the very bottom of the box, my fingers found paper. A cream envelope, square, heavy stock. My name on the front in calligraphy I recognized as the work of a woman in the West Village who was known for her wedding stationery.

	I didn’t open it. I already knew what it was.

	I stood in my kitchen for a moment, holding the wedding invitation — our wedding invitation, retrieved at some point from wherever Dominic kept such things and placed in this box, which meant I had been the one to pack it, which meant I had made some unconscious decision about its belonging to my version of the life rather than his. I did not examine that decision too closely.

	I put the invitation in the kitchen drawer. The one with the takeout menus and the extra batteries and the things that didn’t have another home yet. Not a decision. Just a deferral. I was fluent in deferrals when it came to Dominic Voss.

	I poured a glass of wine and stood at my window and looked out at Brooklyn in the October dark. The lights of the buildings around me, people in their separate illuminated boxes, each one a private life. I thought about the gala. I thought about the ochre walls of Giselle’s apartment and the potential energy of an empty room and what it cost, every time, to walk into a new space and begin again.

	I thought about Dominic, and then I deliberately thought about something else.

	I was fine. I was carefully, hard-won fine.

	I almost believed it.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	Nadia

	❧

	I wore the black dress.

	Not the gown — I’d been to enough of these events to know when a gown was armor and when it was performance, and I was not performing. The dress was a slip-style in matte crepe, a bias cut that moved correctly, a neckline that was its own argument. I paired it with low heels because I had learned, in six years of attending Dominic’s world, that high heels were what women wore when they needed the height. I did not need the height. I needed to be able to leave without ceremony.

	Margot met me on the steps of the Metropolitan Museum at seven-fifteen, which meant she was already worried. My sister arrived exactly on time when she was unbothered and fifteen minutes early when she was bracing herself for something.

	“You look extraordinary,” she said, and kissed my cheek.

	“You look concerned,” I said.

	“Those aren’t mutually exclusive.” She took my arm and we went inside.

	The Hartley Foundation benefit was one of those events that existed at the exact intersection of genuine philanthropy and spectacular self-congratulation. The Great Hall of the Met had been transformed for the occasion: white lilies massed on towering pedestals, the kind of candlelight that made everyone look like a Renaissance painting, a jazz quartet in the far corner playing something almost recognizable. Three hundred people, all of them in the particular uniform of New York philanthropic wealth — women in deliberately understated gowns that cost more than understated implied, men in dark suits carrying drinks with the practiced ease of people who had been attending events like this since childhood.

	I had attended this event three times before, once before Dominic and I were married and twice after, on his arm, in the role of wife to a man whose name appeared on the donor wall. I had navigated these rooms expertly in those years — had learned to make conversation with board members and socialites and the particular subspecies of New York financier who believed that attending cultural events compensated for the spiritually evacuating nature of their work. I had done it with competence and visible grace and a private running commentary that I would deliver to Dominic later, in the car, in the dark, and he would laugh — that low, startled laugh that meant I’d said the true thing he’d been thinking but couldn’t articulate.

	I missed that laugh. I would not say this to anyone. But I missed it.

	“Drink first,” Margot said, steering me toward the bar.

	We moved through the room with the practiced competence of two women who had grown up in a household where you learned early to read a room and perform accordingly. Our parents had not been wealthy — our father was an architect, our mother a secondary school English teacher — but they had raised us to be comfortable in rooms that expected comfort. I had always been grateful for that. Wealth was a language, and like any language, you were better served by learning it young.

	I was forty-five minutes into the evening, glass of champagne in hand, deep in a conversation with a curator I genuinely liked, when I felt it.

	There is no rational explanation for this that I have ever been satisfied with. Some form of attention that operates below the threshold of the conscious. The awareness of being watched by eyes you know. Whatever it was, I felt it at the back of my neck, a kind of atmospheric shift, as though the room had recalibrated around a new presence.

	I did not turn immediately. I finished my sentence. I laughed at something the curator said. I excused myself with unhurried grace. And then I turned.

	Dominic was standing at the entrance to the hall.

	He was with two other people — a man I recognized as someone from his firm and a woman I didn’t know — but I registered them only peripherally, the way you register background noise. He was wearing a dark suit, charcoal or navy, it was too far to tell in the candlelight. He was thinner than I remembered. Not unwell, just different, as if the year and a half had subtracted some padding between the surface of him and whatever he was underneath.

	He saw me at the same moment I saw him.

	We were perhaps thirty feet apart, across a room full of people and candlelight and the distant jazz, and the
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