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    To every woman who has ever signed divorce papers and still felt married to the ache — Elsa did too. She just didn't expect what came after.
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PROLOGUE
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ELSA OKONWA HAD LEARNED how to end a marriage the way she'd learned everything else in her life — quietly, efficiently, without letting anyone see the cost of it.

There had been no shouting the night she signed the papers. No slammed doors, no scene for the staff to whisper about later. Just a lawyer's office on the fourteenth floor of a building she'd walk past a hundred times afterward without looking up, a pen that felt heavier than it should have, and Austin sitting across from her in a suit that still smelled faintly of the cologne she'd bought him for his birthday two years before. He hadn't cried. Neither had she. They had simply become two people who used to share a name, sitting six feet apart, being reasonable about the unraveling of something that had once felt unbreakable.

That was the part no one warned her about — how ordinary the ending would feel. How a marriage could survive fights and silences and the slow erosion of a hundred small disappointments, only to end on a Tuesday afternoon, over paperwork, with both of them still wearing their wedding rings because neither had thought to take them off yet.

She had built an empire in the two years since. Okonwa Atelier went from a single showroom to a name printed in the same magazines that used to feature her as somebody's wife before they ever featured her as herself. She had learned to walk into rooms and be the most powerful person in them. She had learned to smile at galas with a champagne flute in one hand and nothing in the other, and to let people believe that was enough.

It wasn't enough. It had never been enough. But admitting that felt like handing back everything she'd fought to become.

Austin had not called after the papers were signed. Not once. She used to think that was cruelty — a clean, deliberate cut, the kind only a man who'd built companies out of nothing could execute so precisely. Later, she came to understand it differently. He hadn't stopped loving her. He had simply believed, in that stubborn, maddening way of his, that timing owed them something it never delivered — that there would always be one more launch, one more deal, one more when the time is right before they got around to the life they kept promising each other in the dark. He let her go the way he did everything: convinced he was being responsible, when really he was only being afraid.

She had told herself she didn't need him to want the things she wanted. She had told herself a lot of things.

What she wanted now — the appointment on her calendar, the folded list in her handbag, the child she intended to have on her own terms, with no man's name attached to it and no man's timing to wait on — had nothing to do with Austin Danjuma. That was what she told Chisom. That was what she told her mirror every morning while she painted her face into something that looked like peace.

She almost believed it.

She did not know, on the morning she walked into the Elite Fertility Center with her list of careful, specific requirements — height, education, no hereditary illness, Yoruba if possible, someone who might have loved poetry the way Austin once had — that across the city, in a penthouse just as glittering and just as empty as her own, a man was staring at a file he had no right to see, reading a decision she had made for herself alone, and quietly deciding it would not be hers alone after all.

She thought she had closed that chapter. She thought two years and a signature were enough to make a man stop being relevant to her life.

She was wrong.

And somewhere between the fertility clinic and the life she thought she'd built without him, the past — patient, proud, and carrying a plan she had never agreed to — was already finding its way back to her door.
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The Woman in the Mirror

THE SILENCE INSIDE Elsa Okonwa's Banana Island penthouse was the expensive kind. The kind that cost more than most people earned in a year. The kind that came with floor-to-ceiling windows, imported marble, and a view of the Lagos lagoon that shimmered like broken glass in the dying light.

Golden hour.

That's what photographers called it. That brief, breathless moment before the sun gave up and the city remembered it was dark underneath all that shine.

Elsa stood in front of the full-length mirror in her dressing room, wrapped in a soft cashmere robe the color of sand. Her reflection stared back at her like a stranger she'd invited to tea but couldn't quite place. Thirty-one years old. Smooth brown skin that still held light the way it had at twenty-five. Sharp cheekbones. Full lips painted a soft, careful nude. Her natural curls were twisted into a low bun—elegant, intentional, the kind of effortless that took twenty minutes and three YouTube tutorials to master.

To anyone looking from the outside, Elsa was the picture of grace. Of success. Of control.

But inside?

Inside, she was so tired she could barely stand.

The light coming through the window was amber now, bleeding across the white marble like a slow spill. It touched everything—the vanity counter, the crystal perfume bottles, the sleek leather chair she never sat in, but none of it touched the coldness she felt in her chest.

Her phone buzzed on the vanity. Just once. A soft, polite vibration that didn't demand attention but got it anyway.

She glanced down.

Reminder: Dr. Akoneemi, 9:00 AM tomorrow. Elite Fertility Center.

Her fingers hovered over the screen. For a moment, she thought about deleting it. As if erasing the notification could erase the appointment. The decision. The entire carefully constructed plan she'd built in the two years since everything fell apart.

But she didn't delete it.

She locked the screen instead and set the phone back down, face up, so the reminder would keep glowing at her like a tiny, persistent truth.

The appointment was real.

The decision was final.

Tomorrow morning, she would walk into that clinic and set into motion the one thing she'd wanted since she was a girl playing house with her cousin's dolls in their grandmother's compound in Ikeja. A child. A family. A legacy that didn't need a man's last name or permission to exist.

She pressed her palm flat against her stomach, just below her navel, and closed her eyes.

This is what you want, she told herself. This is your choice.

So why did it feel like surrender?

The penthouse was quiet in that specific way only expensive spaces knew how to be. No street noise. No neighbors. Just the hum of central air conditioning and the distant, almost apologetic sound of the city below.

Elsa moved through the rooms like a ghost haunting her own life.

The living room was pristine. Cream leather sofas no one ever sat on. A glass coffee table with a single coffee table book—something about contemporary African art that a decorator had insisted would "tie the space together." The kitchen was all white marble and stainless steel, with a wine fridge she kept stocked for guests who never came.

Everything was beautiful.

Everything was untouchable.

She poured herself a glass of water from the filtered tap and stood at the island, staring at nothing. The glass was cold in her hand. The water tasted like nothing. She drank it anyway, because that's what you did when you needed something to do with your hands.

Outside, the lagoon caught the last of the light and held it, shimmering and defiant, like it was refusing to let the day end without a fight.

Elsa used to love this view.

Two years ago, when she and Austin had first bought this place, she'd stood in this exact spot and cried. Happy tears. The kind that came from disbelief that life could be this good, this full, this right.

We made it, she'd whispered into his neck while he held her from behind, his chin resting on her shoulder, his cologne wrapping around her like a second skin.

We did, he'd said. And this is just the beginning.

The beginning.

God, they'd been so naive.

Elsa set the glass down harder than she meant to. The sound echoed through the kitchen—sharp, final, like punctuation.

She didn't let herself think about him.

Not usually.

But tonight, with the appointment looming and the silence pressing in, it was harder to keep the memories at bay. They leaked in through the cracks. His laugh. His hands. The way he used to kiss her forehead when he thought she was asleep.

And then, later—the late-night phone calls he'd take in the other room. The business trips that got longer and vaguer. The second phone she'd found in his gym bag, vibrating with a message from someone named J with a heart emoji she'd never earned.

It's nothing, he'd said when she'd confronted him, his voice so steady, so rational, like she was the one being unreasonable. She's a junior associate. It's just work.

Then why does she have a heart next to her name?

He hadn't had an answer for that.

Or maybe he had, and she just didn't wait to hear it.

She'd left.

Packed a bag, called her lawyer, and walked out of their life like she was walking out of a building on fire. Fast. Decisive. No looking back.

That was two years ago.

And she hadn't stopped moving since.

Her phone buzzed again.

This time, it was a text. From Tomi.

Still thinking about dinner on Friday? I heard Austin will be there. Are you sure you're okay with that?

Elsa stared at the message for a long moment, her thumb hovering over the keyboard.

She wasn't okay with it.

But she also wasn't not okay with it.

It had been two years. They moved in the same circles—fashion, tech, high-society Lagos. It was inevitable that they'd cross paths. She'd seen him at events before. They'd exchanged polite nods. Professional smiles. The kind of distant cordiality that said we used to know each other, and now we don't, and that's fine.

But dinner?

Sitting across a table from him while someone made a toast and the champagne flowed and everyone pretended not to notice the history sitting between them like a third guest?

That was different.

Elsa typed a response, then deleted it. Typed another. Deleted that too.

Finally, she just wrote:

I'll let you know.

She didn't hit send. Not yet.

Instead, she walked back to the dressing room and stood in front of the mirror again.

The golden light was gone now. The room was dimmer, softer, the kind of blue-grey that comes just before dark. Her reflection looked different in this light. Older, maybe. Or just more honest.

She studied herself the way a stranger would. The elegant robe. The perfect bun. The lips that hadn't smiled in hours.

This woman had everything.

A fashion empire she'd built from the ground up—her boutique in Lekki was about to expand into a second location in Abuja, and there were whispers of international interest. Her name carried weight. Her bank account had commas. She was respected, admired, envied.

And yet.

She was so profoundly, devastatingly alone.

"You're doing this," she whispered to her reflection, her voice barely louder than a breath. "No one else gets to decide."

The woman in the mirror didn't argue.

She just stared back, silent and steady, like she was waiting to see if Elsa actually believed it.

Later that night, Elsa sat by the pool with a chilled glass of mango juice. The garden lights had flickered on automatically as the sky deepened into twilight, casting soft yellow halos across the water.

She pulled a light throw blanket around her shoulders even though the air was warm. It wasn't cold. She just needed something to hold.

Her phone was face down on the lounge chair beside her, but she could still feel it. The weight of it. The reminder glowing through the screen like a heartbeat.

Dr. Akoneemi, 9:00 AM tomorrow.

She'd researched the clinic obsessively. Read reviews, studied success rates, memorized the doctor's credentials. Elite Fertility Center was discreet, professional, and expensive—the kind of place where privacy wasn't just promised, it was guaranteed. No one would know unless she told them.

And she wouldn't.

Not yet.

This was hers. Just hers.

A star appeared in the sky above the pool, faint at first, then brighter. Elsa tilted her head back and watched it, wondering if it was actually a star or just a plane moving slow enough to fool her.

Either way, it was there.

She thought about the list she'd written for Dr. Akoneemi. The donor preferences she'd folded into her handbag like a secret. Height over six feet. No hereditary illness. College-educated. Artistic—music, maybe, or literature. Nigerian. Yoruba, preferably, though she was open.

She'd spent two years thinking about that list.

Two years imagining the kind of man who could give her a child without taking anything else. Someone smart. Someone kind. Someone who didn't exist in her life and never would.

The perfect stranger.

Elsa closed her eyes and let the night air settle over her like a blanket.

Tomorrow, everything would change.

Tomorrow, she would walk into that clinic and reclaim the story she'd lost when love had failed her. Not because she was desperate. Not because she was running from anything.

But because she was choosing something.

For herself.

On her terms.

A legacy that couldn't betray her.

She whispered it into the dark, testing the shape of the words:

"It doesn't matter anymore."

And maybe, if she said it enough times, she'd believe it.

By then, if all went according to plan, she wouldn't be just Elsa Okonwa, the ex-wife who walked away.

She'd be Elsa Okonwa, the mother.

The beginning of her own legacy.

And no man—living, breathing, or memory—would ever control that story again.

Inside the penthouse, the lights dimmed automatically on a timer she'd programmed months ago and never changed. The marble floors glowed faintly in the reflected light from the city below. The rooms were still. The air was cool. Everything was exactly as it should be.

Except for the woman sitting outside by the pool, staring at a single star, whispering promises to herself that tasted like hope and grief in equal measure.

The city hummed below. The lagoon shimmered in the dark. And somewhere across town, a man who used to hold her was staring out a window of his own, thinking about a name he hadn't said out loud in two years.

But Elsa didn't know that yet.

And maybe it was better that way.

Because tomorrow, she was walking into a clinic to build a future that didn't need him.

And neither of them—neither of them—knew just how wrong that plan was about to go.
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The Life of Loneliness

MORNING CAME THE WAY it always did in Elsa's penthouse—quietly, efficiently, without asking permission.

The blackout curtains in her bedroom retracted automatically at 6:00 AM, programmed to let in just enough light to wake her without startling her. Soft and gradual, like the world was easing her into consciousness. The kind of gentle luxury that cost a small fortune and felt, somehow, lonelier than darkness.

Elsa opened her eyes.

The ceiling above her was white. Clean. Unmarked by cracks or water stains or anything that suggested a life actually lived here. Just smooth, expensive plaster that had been repainted twice in two years because she couldn't stand the idea of anything aging, even walls.

She turned her head.

The other side of the bed was untouched.

Silk sheets—dove grey, Egyptian cotton, thread count she couldn't remember but knew was impressive—stretched smooth and cold across the mattress. No indentation. No warmth. Just expensive fabric that had never known the weight of another body.

She used to sleep on the left side.

Austin had taken the right, closest to the door, because he said he liked being between her and the world. Just in case, he'd said, like their penthouse on Banana Island needed protection from anything other than their own unraveling.

Now she slept in the middle.

Or tried to.

Most nights, she still woke up on the left, as if her body hadn't gotten the memo that there was no one left to make room for.

Elsa sat up slowly, the silk robe she'd fallen asleep in slipping off one shoulder. She didn't bother adjusting it. There was no one to see. No one to care.

She pressed her palms flat against the mattress and took a breath.

The appointment was in three hours.

The closet was a room unto itself.

Walk-in didn't quite cover it. Walk-through was more accurate. A long, narrow gallery of carefully curated clothing—racks of silk blouses, tailored trousers, dresses organized by color and occasion. Shoes lined up like soldiers on floating shelves. Handbags on display like art.

Elsa stood in the center of it, wearing nothing but her robe, staring at the options like they might tell her who she was supposed to be today.

Professional? Vulnerable? Somewhere in between?

She reached for a cream-colored blouse—soft, expensive, understated—and a pair of high-waisted camel trousers. Neutral. Safe. The kind of outfit that said I have my life together without trying too hard to prove it.

She dressed slowly, each movement automatic. Blouse buttoned. Trousers zipped. A thin gold necklace she'd bought herself last year for her thirtieth birthday because waiting for someone else to buy it felt pathetic.

Pathetic.

God, when had she started thinking like this?

She glanced at herself in the full-length mirror at the end of the closet.

The woman staring back looked pulled together. Elegant. Controlled.

She looked like someone who had her shit together.

Which was, Elsa thought, the greatest lie she'd ever learned to tell.

The kitchen was all white marble and stainless steel. Pristine. Untouched. Like a showroom no one had ever actually cooked in.

Because no one had.

Elsa didn't cook. Not really. She ordered in from the restaurant downstairs, or her housekeeper left prepared meals in the fridge with little notes about reheating times and nutritional content. Sometimes Tomi brought her takeout and they'd eat on the terrace, laughing about terrible dates and industry gossip while the city glittered below them like a promise neither of them quite believed anymore.

But mornings?

Mornings were coffee.

The espresso machine was Italian. Sleek. The kind of appliance that looked like it had been designed by someone who thought coffee was a religious experience. Elsa didn't know how to use half its functions, but she'd memorized the one that mattered: a single shot, dark and bitter, no milk, no sugar.

She pressed the button and listened to the machine hum to life.

While it worked, she leaned against the counter and stared out at the terrace. The pool beyond it. The lagoon beyond that.

Everything shimmered.

Water and glass and light, all of it reflecting everything and holding nothing.

Her phone buzzed.

She glanced at the screen.

Chisom: Morning, babe. Confirming you're still good for the V.I. meeting at 2? Press wants a quote about the Abuja expansion.

Elsa typed back quickly.

I'll be there. Send me the brief.

Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.

You okay?

Elsa stared at the message.

Chisom knew. Not everything—not about Austin, not about the years of trying and failing and trying again, but she knew about the clinic. About the appointment. About the fact that Elsa was walking into a fertility center this morning to do something most people did in bedrooms with someone they loved.

Elsa typed:

I'm fine.

The dots appeared again, then stopped.

Chisom didn't push.

That's why Elsa kept her around.

The espresso machine beeped softly, announcing its completion. Elsa poured the shot into a small ceramic cup—white, handleless, minimalist and took a sip.

Bitter. Hot. Perfect.

She carried it to the terrace and stood at the railing, looking out at the city waking up below her.

Lagos at dawn was a contradiction. Beautiful and brutal. The sun rising over the lagoon, casting gold across the water, while the traffic below started its daily crawl, horns blaring, exhaust rising like prayers no one was listening to.

Elsa used to love this city.

Used to love the way it never apologized for being too much. Too loud. Too crowded. Too alive.

Now, standing twenty-five floors above it, she felt like she was watching it through glass. Separate. Safe. Completely alone.

Her phone buzzed again.

This time, it was her assistant. Adanna. Efficient, professional, the kind of woman who could schedule a coup and a board meeting in the same afternoon without breaking a sweat.

Elsa tapped the screen and put it on speaker.

"Morning, Adanna."

"Good morning, Ms. Okonwa." Adanna's voice was crisp, clear, distant in that way assistants perfected when they'd been hired to manage lives, not live them. "I wanted to confirm your schedule for today. You have Dr. Akoneemi at nine, the V.I. boutique meeting at two, and a call with the Abuja contractors at four. Also, Style Africa confirmed the interview for next week. They want to feature you in their 'Women Who Build Empires' series."

Elsa took another sip of coffee.

Empire.

That's what they called it.

As if success could be measured in square footage and profit margins. As if building something meant you weren't also living inside the shell of it, alone.

"Great," Elsa said, her voice flat. "Add it to the calendar."

"Done. Also—congratulations. The fashion summit officially announced you'll be the youngest female CEO presenting this year. The press release goes out this afternoon."

Youngest female CEO.

Another accolade. Another headline. Another perfectly polished version of herself that everyone would see and admire and never actually know.

Elsa stared at the water below, watching the light shift across it like something trying to hold its shape but failing.

"Great," she said again. "Thank you, Adanna."

"Of course. Let me know if you need anything else."

The call ended.

The silence rushed back in.

Elsa finished her coffee and set the cup down on the glass patio table. The sound echoed—sharp, small, swallowed by the space around her.

She stood there for a moment longer, hands resting on the railing, eyes on the horizon.

The youngest female CEO.

Women Who Build Empires.

She'd built an empire, all right.

And it was the loneliest place she'd ever lived.

The pool was at the far end of the terrace, infinity-edge, overlooking the lagoon. The water was always perfect. Always the right temperature. Heated in the dry season, cooled in the wet. Maintained weekly by a service she paid but never saw.

Elsa stripped down to a black one-piece she kept on a hook by the door and slipped into the water without hesitation.

Cold.

No—not cold. Cool. Controlled. Exactly what she'd programmed it to be.

She swam.

Not laps, not exercise. Just movement. Her arms cutting through the water, her legs kicking in steady rhythm, her breath measured and deliberate.

She used to swim with Austin.

Late at night, after work, after dinner, after everything else had been checked off the list. They'd strip down and dive in, laughing, splashing, kissing in the shallow end while the city glittered below them like they were the only two people who mattered.

One day, he'd said once, pulling her close, water dripping from his hair onto her face. One day, when the time is right, we're going to have a little girl who looks just like you. And I'm going to teach her to swim right here.

When the time is right, she'd echoed, smiling, believing.

One day never came.

The time was never right.

And now Elsa swam alone, cutting through water that reflected
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