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LEGAL DISCLAIMER

	This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, businesses, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events or localities is entirely coincidental.

	All brands, companies, and product names referenced in this novel are the property of their respective owners and are used in a purely fictional context. The author makes no claims of affiliation with any person, company, or organisation referenced herein.
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PROLOGUE

	She stood on the pavement across the street from what used to be her life.

	The Harrington building rose forty-two stories above the east side of Manhattan, its glass exterior catching the November sky and turning it the precise colour of polished slate. She had always thought it was a beautiful building. She thought so even now, in the way one might admire the geometry of a well-designed trap after having already escaped it — with a clear-eyed appreciation that costs you nothing because you are no longer inside it.

	Elena Vasquez — she was going to have to get used to that name again, the name she had been born with and set aside and was now reclaiming like something left at the end of a very long party — pulled her coat tighter against the cold and watched a yellow cab slow for the light on the corner. She had no particular reason to be standing here. She had a studio apartment in Brooklyn now, a suitcase of clothes, her design portfolio, and a court order that confirmed the penthouse and everything inside it was no longer hers to want.

	She was not entirely sure why she had come back to look at it.

	Perhaps because she needed to see it from the outside, for the first time. For six years she had seen it only from within — from the forty-second floor, where the city spread itself below the windows in a panorama that Marcus had loved precisely because it reduced the world to something controllable. From up there, the disorder of the ordinary world was hidden by distance. The noise was silenced by triple-glazed glass. Everything was orderly and small and manageable, and Marcus had loved this about it, and she had loved it alongside him until the day she understood that a view that makes the world look manageable is not the same as a life.

	She had been twenty-eight the first time she walked through those glass doors. She had been carrying a portfolio case under one arm and wearing paint-stained trainers, having come directly from a client meeting on West Nineteenth Street and not anticipated ending up in a penthouse by midnight. She had thought she was going to an art gallery opening. She had been right. She had simply not known the gallery was inside the building, or that the man who owned the building would spend twenty minutes studying her sketches instead of the art on the walls.

	She remembered that feeling with considerable precision — the specific, electric sensation of being truly seen by someone with the power to see anything he chose. It was a feeling both humbling and exhilarating: the sense that out of everything available to someone with unlimited access, he had chosen to pay attention to her. She had not yet understood, that night, that being seen by Marcus Harrington was not the same as being known by him. These are entirely different things, and learning the difference would take her six years, and the cost of the learning would be more than she would have agreed to pay upfront.

	Six years of galas and board dinners and charitable evenings. Six years of standing beside him while the world watched and photographed and approved. Six years of slow, almost imperceptible erosion — the kind that happens so gradually that you do not notice you are disappearing until you look in the mirror one morning and cannot locate yourself with any confidence. Six years of loving someone who was genuinely extraordinary at almost everything and genuinely unavailable at the one thing that mattered.

	She had given him her loyalty, her time, her ambitions. She had given him the studio in Chelsea she had built over five careful years. She had given him her mornings, her plans, the particular quality of openness she had always carried — the readiness to be surprised, the willingness to be affected — and she had redirected all of it toward him. These were not things taken by force. They were offered freely, because she had believed, in the way you believe things when the love is very new, that the offering was reciprocal.

	It had not been. Not in any meaningful sense.

	The light changed. A cab pulled forward. A woman in a red coat passed Elena on the pavement without looking at her and disappeared into the revolving door below the building’s canopy.

	Elena watched her go. She stood for a moment longer, looking up at the forty-second floor — at the windows she had stood behind, looking down, for six years. Marcus Harrington was probably at his desk right now, on a call, reviewing figures that would affect hundreds of people who would never know his name. He was very good at all of that. He had always been very good at all of that.

	She was not bitter. This still surprised her — she had expected bitterness to be the defining emotion of the aftermath, had braced for it the way you brace for a severe winter. Instead there was something quieter, something with a different texture entirely: a feeling almost like the particular silence after a long illness. The fever broken. The acute phase over. The body returning carefully to its own equilibrium.

	She turned around and walked in the opposite direction.

	 

	This is the story of how she got there.

	


CHAPTER ONE

	The Life We Built

	The morning started the way mornings had started for some time now, which was to say it started without him.

	Elena woke at seven-fifteen to a bed cold on his side, which told her he had risen before six, which was not news. She lay looking at the ceiling — the high, smooth ceiling of the master bedroom, fourteen feet above her head and perfectly white, the kind of ceiling that exists to demonstrate the height of a room rather than to serve any practical function. It was one of the first things she had noticed about the penthouse: everything in it was designed to signal something. The ceiling said we can afford to waste vertical space. The view said we are above the ordinary world. The kitchen island, ten feet of Italian marble, said we entertain with ease and the entertaining matters more than the eating.

	She had thought these signals were charming, once. She had felt proud to move among them, had understood them as part of the language of a life she was being invited to share. Now she found them simply present, the way you find furniture simply present in a room you have occupied long enough to stop seeing it.

	She got up, pulled on the silk robe Marcus had given her two Christmases ago — it was beautiful and heavy and had always felt slightly like wearing someone else’s idea of who she should be — and went to the kitchen to make coffee. Berta, their housekeeper, did not arrive until nine. The hours between seven and nine were Elena’s own, and she had come to feel more genuinely herself in them than at any other point in her day.

	She stood at the floor-to-ceiling window with her mug and looked at the city. Forty-two floors down, people were already moving — tiny, purposeful, heading somewhere. She pressed her palm flat against the cool glass. She tried to remember the last time she had felt that quality of purpose. She tried to place the date. She could not. It was sometime before she gave up the studio, she thought. Possibly before their second anniversary. Possibly before she had learned to stand at this window and look at the living world below and feel nothing particular about her separation from it.

	The coffee was good. That was something. She had learned, over the years, to be precise about what was good.

	He came home at four in the afternoon, which was unusual enough to register.

	She heard the elevator before anything else — the particular tone it made on arriving at the penthouse floor, lower and more deliberate than other floors, something she had learned the way you learn the sound of a specific car engine turning into your street. She was in the sitting room with a book she was nominally reading. She did not get up.

	Marcus came through the entrance hall with Rick Calloway just behind him, both mid-sentence about a Singapore timeline and a

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

