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  Chapter one
Golden Handcuffs


The Cartier diamond necklace lay cool against Eliza Harrington's skin, a delicious contrast to the heat of hundreds of eyes tracking her every move. The annual Oceanside Conservation Gala was Manhattan's premier charity event, and Eliza knew her entrance had been perfect—the custom Valentino gown clinging to her curves before cascading to the floor in a waterfall of midnight blue silk, her honey-blonde hair swept up to showcase both the jewels and the elegant column of her neck. 
"There she is," Richard's voice carried that particular note of pride he reserved for introducing his prized acquisitions—whether companies or wives. "The woman who makes all this worthwhile."
Eliza activated her practiced smile, the one that revealed just enough of her perfect teeth while softening her eyes to suggest both warmth and mystery. Five years of marriage to one of New York's most successful hedge fund managers had perfected her timing.
"This is my wife, Eliza," Richard continued, his hand possessively circling her waist, fingers pressing against her hip bone. "Eliza, meet Harrison Blackwell and James Morrison from Apex Capital."
"Enchanted," she murmured, extending her hand with precisely the right angle of her wrist. The older of the two men, Harrison, held her fingers a moment too long.
"Richard never mentioned his wife was so stunning," Harrison said, eyes lingering on the plunging neckline of her gown.
"Didn't he?" Eliza laughed lightly, the sound practiced to perfection. "How terribly unlike him. It's usually the first thing he tells people."
As Richard launched into discussions about market forecasts and potential investments, Eliza maintained her position, her body language attentive while her mind wandered. She'd performed this dance countless times—the smiling, supportive wife who understood her role was to enhance Richard's image while knowing when to fade into ornamental silence.
Three more hours, she calculated. Then I can get out of these shoes.
Across the ballroom, Eliza caught the gaze of a younger woman—perhaps twenty-five—in a simple black dress. Something in the woman's expression sliced through Eliza's practiced poise. Not envy or admiration, but something worse—pity. As if she saw past the diamonds and designer labels to something Eliza herself tried never to acknowledge.
Eliza broke the connection first, turning to touch Richard's arm. "Darling, I'm going to find Charlotte. You gentlemen enjoy your discussion."
As she glided away, champagne flute in hand, Eliza pushed aside the momentary discomfort. What did that girl know about anything? At thirty-two, Eliza had secured what most women spent their lives chasing—financial security, social position, and a lifestyle of uncompromised luxury.
Yet as she air-kissed her way through the crowd, the young woman's look lingered in her mind like a discordant note in an otherwise perfect symphony.

      [image: image-placeholder]The Carrara marble bathroom in their Central Park West penthouse gleamed in the morning light as Eliza methodically worked through her beauty regimen. The night before felt distant now, replaced by the comforting ritual of self-maintenance.
She studied her reflection with clinical detachment—assessing rather than admiring. At thirty-two, she still received the hunger in men's eyes that had first caught Richard's attention when she was twenty-seven. Her skin remained firm, her body toned through disciplined exercise and careful nutrition. Beauty was currency, and Eliza was meticulous about protecting her investments.
She applied the $600 serum with gentle upward strokes, counting silently. Twenty-five on each side. The bathroom door opened behind her, Richard's reflection appearing in the mirror. At fifty-two, he remained handsome in that distinguished silver-fox way—his hair more salt than pepper now, but his physique maintained by regular sessions with an expensive personal trainer.
"Morning," he mumbled, barely glancing at her as he reached for his electric toothbrush. "How was the rest of the gala? I lost track of you."
"Lovely," Eliza replied automatically. "Charlotte mentioned they've booked Mauritius for Christmas. Apparently, Bali is passé now."
Richard rinsed and spat. "Sounds expensive. Michael must be doing well."
"Or Charlotte is," Eliza countered with a smile that didn't reach her eyes.
They moved around each other with practiced efficiency—two performers in a choreographed routine that required little thought. Richard checking his stock portfolios while Eliza applied her makeup; his shower timed perfectly to conclude as she finished her hair; his tie selection presented for her approval without either of them acknowledging the ritual.
When the envelope arrived with the morning mail, Eliza recognized the Amex Centurion statement immediately. She slit it open while Richard spoke to his assistant on the phone, scrolling through the six-figure balance with practiced indifference. The Bergdorf shopping spree, the spa weekend in Connecticut, the impulse purchase of that limited-edition handbag—all of it adding up to more than most people earned in years.
She felt Richard's eyes on her as she set the statement aside.
"Damaging month?" he asked, a hint of amusement in his voice.
"No more than usual," she replied with practiced lightness.
"Good." He nodded once, turning back to his call. The freedom to spend was part of their unspoken agreement. Her beauty and social grace for his financial support—a transaction they both understood without acknowledging.
Eliza watched him leave the bathroom, the expensive fabric of his suit molding to his still-trim physique. She'd chosen that suit, as she chose most things in their shared life. Her taste was impeccable—one of the qualities Richard valued most.
Turning back to the mirror, she finished applying her lipstick with a steady hand, the cool berry shade complementing her complexion perfectly. The woman staring back was flawless, polished, desirable.
Why, then, did the bathroom suddenly feel so cold?

      [image: image-placeholder]"You're practically glowing, Eliza! What's your secret?" Charlotte Westfield leaned forward over their salads at Le Bernardin, her surgically enhanced features arranged in an expression of conspiracy.
"Clean living," Eliza replied with a laugh, knowing the response would amuse her lunch companions.
The table of five women—all married to men in Richard's circle—tittered appreciatively. These monthly lunches were part performance, part intelligence gathering, and occasionally, rarely, moments of genuine connection.
"If by clean you mean that new facial Svetlana is offering at Rejuvenate, I'm right there with you," said Pamela, whose husband ran a technology investment firm. "Two thousand dollars for someone to essentially sandblast your face, but damn if it doesn't work."
The conversation flowed around Eliza as she sipped her Sancerre, contributing just enough to maintain her position while observing the subtle competitions playing out. Veronica casually mentioning the private jet her husband had recently upgraded. Charlotte describing their new summer home in the Hamptons, carefully establishing it was in a better location than Pamela's.
"I heard Richard closed that massive deal with the Singapore group," Veronica said suddenly, turning to Eliza. "That must be what—his third major acquisition this quarter?"
Eliza smiled, recognizing the probe for information. "Richard doesn't bore me with the details. But yes, I believe it went well."
She'd learned early in their marriage that appearing somewhat detached from Richard's business enhanced her mystique among these women. Let them wonder if she was too secure to care or too frivolous to understand. Either served her purpose.
The waiter appeared with their second round of drinks, and as the conversation shifted to a scandal involving another hedge fund wife, Eliza's mind drifted back to her life before Richard. The cramped apartment shared with three other aspiring models. The calculation of whether to buy groceries or pay for portfolio shots. The casting directors with wandering hands and empty promises.
She'd been twenty-seven when Richard spotted her at a gallery opening—there as eye candy for a photographer who'd promised exposure to wealthy patrons. Richard had bypassed the photographer entirely, approaching her directly with a confidence born of never being denied what he wanted.
"Do you actually like any of the art?" he'd asked, startling her with a question that assumed she had opinions.
Their courtship had been swift and overwhelmingly lavish. Richard had pursued her with the same strategic focus he applied to acquisitions, and Eliza had recognized the opportunity for what it was—her best chance at the security that had eluded her since childhood.
"...wouldn't you agree, Eliza?" Charlotte's voice pulled her back to the present.
"I'm sorry, I was elsewhere for a moment," Eliza admitted.
"I was saying," Charlotte repeated with a smirk, "that our husbands may provide the lifestyle, but we earn our keep in other ways."
The table erupted in knowing laughter, and Eliza joined in, though something about the phrasing—earn our keep—landed uncomfortably. It was too close to acknowledging what they all pretended didn't exist: the transactional nature underlying their marriages.
"Speaking of earning our keep," Veronica lowered her voice conspiratorially, "Mitchell was completely useless last night. Three minutes, done, snoring. I swear, sometimes I wonder why I bother with the La Perla."
The women launched into stories of sexual disappointment and strategies for minimizing effort while maximizing results. Eliza contributed her own carefully edited anecdote, revealing enough to participate without exposing anything genuine.
As dessert arrived—shared plates to maintain the illusion of indulgence without its consequences—Eliza found herself wondering if any of these women experienced real desire for their husbands, or if they all performed the same calculated seductions she did.
And why that question suddenly mattered when it never had before.

      [image: image-placeholder]Richard's key in the door awakened Eliza from her light doze on the living room chaise. The clock on the wall showed 10:37 PM—earlier than she'd expected him. She quickly smoothed her silk negligee and arranged herself in what experience had shown was his preferred position—one leg slightly extended, hair cascading over one shoulder.
"You're home," she called softly, pitching her voice to carry just enough warmth.
Richard appeared in the doorway, his tie already loosened, the faint scent of scotch accompanying him. His gaze swept over her, acknowledgment rather than appreciation in his eyes.
"The Prescott deal is finally closed," he said, setting his briefcase down and rolling his shoulders. "Eight months of negotiations, but we got them at the price point we wanted."
Eliza rose gracefully, moving toward him with practiced sensuality. "That's wonderful, darling. You must be exhausted." She reached to help him out of his jacket, her fingers brushing his shoulders with deliberate lightness. "Let me help you unwind."
Richard allowed her ministrations, his mind clearly still in the boardroom. Eliza persisted, knowing the vacation she wanted hinged on catching him in a satisfied mood. She'd received the yacht broker's portfolio that morning—a luxury charter through the Caribbean islands, perfectly timed for their anniversary.
"I've been thinking about our anniversary," she murmured, unbuttoning his shirt with expert precision. "Five years deserves something special."
"Hmm?" Richard focused on her more fully now, though his interest seemed more habitual than passionate. "Did you have something in mind? Another piece from Van Cleef?"
"Actually," Eliza let her lips brush his ear as she removed his cufflinks, "I was thinking of an experience rather than a thing. Something memorable."
She guided him toward the bedroom, continuing her gentle seduction. By the time she'd outlined the yacht charter—emphasizing the exclusivity of the route and the broker's mention that a rival hedge fund manager had been interested but couldn't secure the dates—Richard was reclining against their pillows, his interest finally engaged.
"Salvatore mentioned it?" he asked, referring to his most direct competitor. "And he couldn't get the booking?"
"Apparently not," Eliza confirmed, straddling him with practiced ease. "The broker mentioned it would be featured in Robb Report next season."
Richard's hands found her hips, his grip tightening as he considered the prestige. "Could be worth looking into."
Eliza smiled, recognizing victory even before it was fully secured. She bent to kiss him, performing the sequence of movements she knew would bring him fastest to completion. Richard responded with mechanical enthusiasm, his hands moving along her body in familiar patterns.
Their lovemaking followed its usual choreography—efficient, mutually considerate in a technical sense, and utterly devoid of surprise. Eliza made the sounds she knew he expected, moved the way experience had taught her he preferred, and brought them both to a conclusion that satisfied the physical urge without touching anything deeper.
Afterward, Richard fell almost immediately into sleep, while Eliza lay awake beside him. The yacht charter was as good as secured now; she'd succeeded in her night's objective. Yet as she listened to his even breathing, she found herself wondering about the woman at the gala and her pitying look.
What would you know about it? Eliza thought defensively. You couldn't possibly understand the trade-offs, the calculations.
But in the darkness of their penthouse bedroom, surrounded by the trappings of the life she'd so carefully secured, Eliza admitted to herself what she never would to others: the young woman had recognized something true. That beneath the designer gowns and diamond jewelry, despite the enviable Instagram posts and society page mentions, Eliza Harrington was a woman in golden handcuffs—adorned and imprisoned by the same gleaming bonds.
She turned away from her sleeping husband, curling into herself as if for protection.
It doesn't matter, she told herself firmly. This is the life I chose. This is the life I want.
The silence of the bedroom offered no contradiction, but neither did it offer confirmation.






  
  Chapter two
Anniversary Plans


Sunlight spilled through the floor-to-ceiling windows of the Harringtons' breakfast nook, warming Eliza's bare shoulders as she sipped her green tea. The New York skyline stretched before her—a vista that had once thrilled her but now barely registered. She scrolled idly through her Instagram feed, pausing occasionally to like photos posted by women in her social circle, each carefully curated image more flawless than the last. 
The sound of Richard's footsteps pulled her attention away from the screen. His smile—that rare, genuine expression—immediately put her on alert. Richard's unscheduled displays of happiness usually meant a major business coup or an extravagant purchase.
"I have something for you," he announced, placing a leather portfolio on the table beside her tea.
Eliza raised an eyebrow, setting her phone aside. "It's not our anniversary for another two weeks."
"Consider this the preamble." Richard sat across from her, watching with evident satisfaction as she untied the leather cord.
Inside, Eliza found glossy brochures featuring a sleek, 150-foot yacht gleaming against turquoise waters. Her breath caught—it was exactly what she'd suggested during their intimate moment, but far more luxurious than she'd expected.
"Is this—"
"The Aurora," Richard confirmed. "Seventy-two thousand per week, crew of twelve, five staterooms. I've secured it for three weeks, starting on our anniversary."
Genuine excitement rippled through Eliza. Despite the calculated nature of their relationship, there were still moments when Richard managed to surprise her. She flipped through the brochures, fingertips tracing over images of sun-drenched decks, elegant dining areas, and sumptuous bedrooms.
"Richard, it's perfect." Her smile wasn't performed this time.
He nodded, clearly pleased with her reaction. "The route is exclusive—some of the most remote islands in the Caribbean. Places regular tourists never see."
"Three weeks?" Eliza leaned forward. "You'll be away from the office that long?"
Richard's expression shifted subtly, business calculation replacing momentary warmth. "Not entirely. The yacht has satellite communications, and I've invited James Morrison and his wife for the middle week. The Morrison deal needs nurturing."
Of course. Eliza kept her smile in place despite the slight deflation of her excitement. The trip wasn't just for them—it was another business opportunity, another stage for their performance.
"Which islands?" she asked, redirecting the conversation.
As Richard detailed their itinerary, Eliza found herself imagining the photographs she'd capture—her tanned body against pristine sands, cocktail in hand as she lounged on the yacht's deck, sunset silhouetting her figure in some sheer resort dress. The mental images she composed had nothing to do with experiencing paradise and everything to do with showcasing it.
"Salvatore attempted to book the same yacht," Richard added with poorly concealed satisfaction. "Apparently, they couldn't accommodate his dates."
"How unfortunate for him," Eliza murmured, recognizing the true source of Richard's pleasure. The yacht wasn't just transportation; it was a victory lap.
She returned to the brochures, genuinely appreciating the luxury they promised while simultaneously calculating the social capital each location would provide. The untouched beaches would serve as perfect backdrops for the carefully casual photos that would make her followers seethe with envy.
"Thank you," she said, reaching across to squeeze Richard's hand. "It's the perfect anniversary gift."
Richard nodded, his attention already shifting to his watch. "I need to head in. Early meeting with Tokyo."
As he stood to leave, Eliza remained at the table, surrounded by images of paradise while mentally categorizing which designers she would need to shop for appropriate attire. The trip would be another performance, but at least the stage would be spectacular.

      [image: image-placeholder]"Perhaps the cerulean? The color brings out your eyes."
Eliza considered her reflection in the mirror as the Neiman Marcus personal shopper held up a shimmering silk cover-up. The color was stunning against her honey-toned skin, the fabric so lightweight it seemed to float around her body.
"Yes," she agreed. "And the white one as well."
The young woman—Sophia, according to her discreet name tag—beamed with the satisfaction of a successful suggestion. "Excellent choices, Mrs. Harrington. Shall we look at evening wear next? I've pulled several pieces I think would be perfect for sunset cocktails on a yacht."
For the past three hours, Eliza had been the center of an elaborate retail ritual. When you regularly dropped five figures in a single shopping trip, stores ensured your experience was nothing short of reverent. A private suite had been prepared, champagne was flowing, and a team of associates hovered attentively, anticipating her every need.
"Let's finish swimwear first," Eliza directed, turning to examine her profile in the mirror.
She wore a barely-there bikini in pale gold, the fabric clinging to her curves like a second skin. At thirty-two, her body remained enviable—the result of punishing workout regimens and dietary discipline. Still, she scrutinized herself with merciless eyes, noting the almost imperceptible softening at her hip, the faint lines beginning to form around her eyes when she smiled.
Sophia approached with another swimsuit—a one-piece this time, with strategic cutouts that would reveal just enough skin to be enticing while concealing the minor imperfections Eliza perceived.
"Brazilian cut in the back," Sophia noted. "Very on-trend this season."
Eliza nodded, running her fingertips over the luxurious fabric. These weren't just garments; they were armor, carefully selected to enhance her value in the economy of beauty and status. Each piece needed to photograph perfectly while suggesting accessibility—the illusion that paradise was attainable rather than purchased at extraordinary cost.
"I'll try it," she decided.
As Sophia helped her into the new suit, Eliza caught herself wondering what the sales associate really thought of her. Did she envy Eliza's wealth and beauty, or did she see through to the calculation beneath? The thought was uncomfortable, reminiscent of the pitying look from the woman at the gala.
"Stunning," Sophia breathed when the suit was in place.
Eliza studied her reflection, turning to see how the fabric accentuated her curves. The suit would photograph beautifully against white sand beaches. She could already envision the caption: Just another day in paradise #blessed #islandlife.
"I'll take this one too," she decided.
The shopping continued with the precision of a military campaign. Resort dresses, evening gowns, day wear, accessories—all selected with meticulous attention to color palettes that would complement the Caribbean setting.
On a whim, Eliza ventured into the store's newly installed "Adventure Outfitters" section, where luxury brands had begun catering to wealthy clients' growing interest in stylish survivalism.
"We just received this collection," an eager associate informed her, presenting what appeared to be a designer interpretation of hiking boots—all buttery leather and unnecessary gold hardware.
"For island exploration," Eliza mused, though she had no real intention of venturing beyond manicured beaches.
She selected the boots, a ridiculously overpriced "survival kit" housed in a Louis Vuitton case, and a compass pendant that was more jewelry than functional tool. Each item was a fashion statement disguised as practical gear, its true utility limited to the carefully curated image of adventurous leisure it would project.
In the fitting room, Eliza slipped into a sheer linen dress, the fabric caressing her skin with sensuous lightness. She imagined wearing it on the yacht's deck, the setting sun turning the white fabric translucent, outlining her silhouette for Richard's appreciative gaze—or perhaps for the crew's surreptitious glances.
The thought caught her by surprise. Why would she care about the crew's attention?
"Mrs. Harrington?" Sophia's voice interrupted her thoughts. "Would you like to see the sandals we discussed?"
"Yes," Eliza replied, shaking off the momentary distraction. "And I'll need at least three more swimsuits."
By the time the shopping expedition concluded, Eliza had spent enough to fund a modest home purchase. The associates beamed as they arranged delivery of her selections to the penthouse, their commission-fueled smiles as practiced as her own social expressions.
As her driver helped her into the car, Eliza felt the peculiar emptiness that often followed these indulgences—a hollowness that no amount of cashmere or silk seemed able to fill.

      [image: image-placeholder]"The beauty of the Aurora," Richard was saying, "is the exclusivity. The yacht only books ten charters per year. Most of the time, it's reserved for the owner's personal use."
Eliza maintained her attentive expression as her husband detailed the vessel's specifications to the dinner party for what felt like the hundredth time. The private dining room at Eleven Madison Park hummed with the murmured conversations of New York's financial elite, the lighting carefully designed to flatter aging complexions.
James Morrison nodded appreciatively, his wife Katherine reaching for her wine glass with a tight smile. "Sounds spectacular. What's the crew like?"
"First-rate," Richard assured him. "Captain has twenty years of experience, former luxury cruise liner officer. The chef trained under Thomas Keller."
Eliza let her gaze drift around the table. Three couples besides herself and Richard—all connected to the Morrison deal in some capacity. The men in nearly identical suits, the women varying only in the designers they wore and the colors they'd chosen. A tableau of wealth so uniform it approached parody.
"Eliza selected the itinerary," Richard added, surprising her with the attribution. "She has quite the eye for these things."
Instantly, all attention shifted to her. Eliza smoothly filled the expectant pause.
"We'll be exploring some of the more remote islands," she explained, leaning forward just enough to create a subtle display of décolletage. "Places where the beaches remain pristine and the local culture hasn't been overtaken by tourism."
She had no idea if this was true—she'd merely approved the broker's suggested route—but the description painted the appropriate picture of exclusive access.
"I can't wait to see it," Katherine Morrison replied with a hint of envy.
"You're going to love it Kat," Eliza offered, knowing Richard had invited them for a week in an effort to close yet another big deal. "We can sip cocktails and soak up the sun laying on a private beach, while these two plan their takeover of Wall Street."
Richard's hand found her knee beneath the table, a subtle signal of approval. Eliza had performed her role perfectly, the perfect wingman that would facilitate his further business discussions in a relaxed setting.
As the men returned to discussing market forecasts, Eliza felt Paul Westfield's gaze lingering on her from across the table. Charlotte's husband had always been obvious in his appreciation of Eliza's beauty, his eyes frequently dropping to her neckline or lingering on her legs when Charlotte wasn't watching.
Normally, Eliza ignored such attention—it was simply part of the background radiation of being an attractive woman in these circles. Tonight, however, she found herself subtly responding, angling her body to better display her figure, maintaining eye contact a moment longer than necessary when he addressed her.
The small rebellion gave her an unexpected thrill. Not because she had any interest in Paul—he was as bland and entitled as most of Richard's associates—but because it was unscripted, a departure from her carefully managed role.
"I understand the crew includes some interesting characters," Charles Davis commented, interrupting her thoughts. "Former naval officers, competitive sailors. A step above the usual staff."
Richard nodded. "Absolutely. The deckhand—Marco, I believe—was some kind of survival expert. Military background. The broker mentioned it as a security feature."
Something about the mention of this unknown crew member stirred Eliza's curiosity. A survival expert on a luxury yacht seemed incongruous, like her own purchases of designer "exploration" boots.
"How reassuring," she murmured, her tone deliberately provocative. "A man who knows how to handle himself in difficult situations."
She felt Richard's glance, sensed his momentary confusion at her uncharacteristic comment. Eliza maintained her composed smile, even as she wondered at her own impulse to disrupt the evening's carefully orchestrated flow.
As dinner progressed, Eliza found herself increasingly performing the role of desirable accessory, allowing her gaze to linger on each man just long enough to make him feel special while never crossing the line into impropriety. It was a dance she'd perfected—the enhancement of Richard's status through the implication that he possessed what other men desired.
Richard basked in the reflected glory, his hand occasionally claiming her waist or shoulder in subtle displays of ownership that the other men recognized and envied. By dessert, the Morrison deal seemed all but secured, facilitated by the social lubrication Eliza had provided.
"To new ventures," Richard proposed as espresso was served, raising his glass in a toast that carried multiple meanings.
Glasses clinked, and Eliza caught Paul watching her lips as she sipped her wine. The game was trivial but provided momentary diversion from the emptiness that increasingly haunted her perfect life.
Later, as they drove home, his satisfaction was palpable.
"You were perfect tonight," he told her, his hand resting possessively on her thigh. "Morrison is completely on board now. I suspect having them on the yacht for a few days will seal the deal."
"I'm glad," Eliza replied, staring out at the city lights.
Richard squeezed her leg, his hand sliding higher. "You looked stunning in that dress. Did you notice how Paul couldn't keep his eyes off you?"
So he had noticed. Eliza turned to him, intrigued by his reaction. "Does that bother you?"
"Quite the opposite," Richard admitted, his voice lowering. "It's gratifying to have what other men want."
The honesty of his response should have been offensive, but Eliza found it refreshingly direct. At least he acknowledged the transactional nature of their relationship rather than pretending it was something else.
"And what about what I want?" she asked, the question escaping before she could contain it.
Richard glanced at her, genuine confusion crossing his features. "You have everything you want, don't you? The penthouse, the clothes, the social position. Now the yacht trip."
Eliza let the question dissolve, recognizing it had no place in their carefully constructed arrangement. "Of course. I was just teasing."
His hand remained on her thigh, but the momentary connection had passed. They rode the rest of the way in silence, each retreating to familiar roles that required no uncomfortable introspection.

      [image: image-placeholder]The Louis Vuitton suitcases stood in a row of graduated sizes, packed with precision and color-coded by destination: day wear, evening attire, beachwear, accessories. Eliza surveyed her preparation with satisfaction. If nothing else, she excelled at the logistics of luxury.
The penthouse felt unusually quiet, Richard having departed for a late meeting despite their early flight the next morning. Eliza wandered to the expansive windows, New York spread before her like a glittering promise she'd already collected on.
Her phone rang, interrupting her reverie. The screen displayed a name she rarely saw: MELISSA.
Eliza hesitated, finger hovering over the answer button. Her sister called perhaps twice a year—birthdays and Christmas—their conversations brief and laden with unspoken resentments. Why would she be calling now, the night before Eliza's departure?
Sighing, she accepted the call. "Melissa. This is a surprise."
"Hey, Liz." Her sister's voice carried the familiar slightly nasal quality Eliza remembered from childhood. No one else called her Liz anymore—the diminutive felt alien to her carefully crafted identity.
"Is everything alright?" Eliza asked, defaulting to the assumption that unexpected contact meant trouble.
"Everything's fine," Melissa replied. "Mom mentioned you're going on some fancy yacht trip, and I realized I still had those seahorse earrings you loved as a kid. Thought you might want them."
The mention of their mother triggered Eliza's defensive reflex. She maintained minimal contact with her family, sending generous checks on appropriate occasions while avoiding the messy entanglement of actual relationships.
"That's... thoughtful," she managed. "But we're leaving tomorrow morning."
"Right, of course." Melissa's voice cooled slightly. "Just thought I'd offer."
An uncomfortable silence stretched between them, filled with the ghostly echoes of shared childhood and divergent choices.
"How's Adam?" Eliza finally asked, referring to her sister's husband of eight years—a high school teacher with perpetually ink-stained hands and a laugh Eliza remembered as surprisingly genuine.
"He's good. Just got department chair, actually. And Cody made the honor roll this semester."
Cody—her nephew, whom she'd met exactly twice. Eliza felt a strange pang at the realization.
"That's wonderful," she said, and meant it. "Please congratulate them both for me."
Another silence, this one weighted with the unasked questions Melissa always seemed to carry: Are you happy? Is all that money worth it? Do you ever regret your choices?
"Mom says Richard is doing really well," Melissa offered, the statement somewhere between observation and accusation.
"Yes, his fund had an excellent quarter."
"That's not what I meant."
Of course it wasn't. Eliza moved away from the window, suddenly unable to bear the view of the city she'd been so determined to conquer.
"Melissa, is there something specific you wanted to discuss? I still have packing to finish."
Her sister sighed, the sound crackling through the connection. "No, Liz. I just... I saw those pictures you posted from that charity thing. You looked beautiful, but you also looked..."
"Looked what?" Eliza prompted when Melissa trailed off.
"Sad. You looked sad, Liz. Like when we were kids and you'd put on Mom's makeup and pretend to be someone else."
The observation landed like a slap. Eliza's grip tightened on the phone.
"I'm not sad," she replied, her voice cooling to the polite distance she maintained with acquaintances. "I have everything I could possibly want."
"Okay." Melissa's tone made it clear she didn't believe it. "Well, have a great trip. Send a postcard or something if you think of it."
"I will. Give my love to Adam and Cody."
After they disconnected, Eliza stood motionless in the center of her perfect penthouse, surrounded by luxury luggage packed for a dream vacation. The call had disrupted her careful compartmentalization, forcing unwelcome questions to the surface.
She wandered into their bedroom, opening the safe where her jewelry was stored. Among the Cartier and Bulgari pieces lay a small velvet box she rarely opened. Inside were the few items she'd kept from before—a silver locket from her grandmother, a charm bracelet from her sixteenth birthday, and a photograph.
The picture showed two young girls on a New Jersey beach, their sunburned faces split with genuine grins as they held up a collection of seashells. Eliza remembered that day—one of the rare occasions their mother had been sober enough to take them on an outing. Melissa had found a perfect sand dollar, and Eliza had discovered tiny seahorse earrings in a boardwalk shop.
She couldn't remember what had happened to those earrings. Somewhere in the desperate scramble of her early modeling days, they'd disappeared along with most other connections to her past. Now she knew Mellissa had them.
Closing the box, Eliza returned it to the safe. The momentary nostalgia served no purpose. She had made her choices deliberately, trading authentic connection for security and status. The fact that Melissa couldn't understand that bargain didn't make it any less valid.
Still, as Eliza moved through the silent penthouse, checking last-minute details for their trip, she found herself unusually restless. The glossy brochures with their promises of paradise lay on the coffee table, but the excitement she'd felt earlier had faded.
Richard still hadn't returned by midnight. Eliza slipped between the silk sheets alone, staring at the ceiling as sleep eluded her.
Tomorrow they would board a private jet to the Caribbean, where a luxury yacht awaited to carry them through turquoise waters to pristine beaches. She would wear her new resort wear, pose for perfect photographs, and perform her role as Richard's beautiful, enviable wife.
It was everything she had worked for, schemed for, married for.
Why, then, did she feel as empty as the space beside her in their king-sized bed?
Rolling onto her side, Eliza pushed the question away. Doubts were an indulgence she couldn't afford, not when she'd invested so much in this particular version of success.
Yet as sleep finally claimed her, her dreams were not of yacht decks and champagne sunsets, but of a New Jersey beach and the sound of her sister's laughter—a sound she hadn't heard in years.






  
  Chapter three
Setting Sail


The St. Lucia marina gleamed like a showroom of excess, each vessel more extravagant than the last. White fiberglass and polished chrome reflected the Caribbean sun as uniformed staff scurried about, attending to the whims of those wealthy enough to inhabit this floating world of privilege. Sleek motor yachts with helicopter pads neighbored sailing vessels with masts that stretched toward the cloudless sky, their pristine decks populated by the tanned and beautiful. 
Eliza stepped from the air-conditioned comfort of their private transfer, immediately grateful for the oversized Chanel sunglasses shielding her eyes from both the glare and the scrutiny of onlookers. She wore a white linen sundress that whispered against her skin, deliberately casual yet costing more than a month's salary for most of the staff bustling around them.
"Ah, there she is," Richard said, gesturing toward the end of the dock.
The Aurora awaited, 150 feet of gleaming perfection. Even among the extravagant vessels lining the marina, it commanded attention—sleek lines, multiple decks, and a hull painted a distinctive midnight blue that seemed to absorb light rather than reflect it.
A porter approached with their luggage cart, his smile professional and practiced.
"Allow me to assist with your bags, sir," he offered, reaching for the handle.
Richard withdrew a crisp hundred-dollar bill from his wallet, holding it just visible between his fingers. "Take special care with the leather pieces," he instructed, the bill remaining conspicuously unpresented until the man nodded his understanding.
"Of course, sir. Right away."
Only then
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