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Lila Lawrence had survived the Midwest Bridal Expo before, but never with a six-foot-two architect riding shotgun in a salt-crusted rental SUV, nursing gas station coffee and delivering structural assessments of every overpass on I-44.

She had survived it after the year her vintage centerpiece supplier in Naperville had gone bankrupt two weeks before the show, leaving her to source replacements from three estate sales across two states. She had survived it after the year her booth display collapsed during setup and she'd rebuilt it from scratch with twelve minutes to spare. She was, by any reasonable measure, difficult to rattle.

Gerald Vane was rattling her.

Not through hostility. That, she could have managed. She was experienced with difficult clients, with grooms who thought wedding planning was a waste of money, with venue managers who treated her like a vendor rather than a professional. Hostility was a known quantity. What Gerald was doing was considerably more disorienting: he was being useful. Persistently, specifically, infuriatingly useful, in ways she hadn't requested and couldn't fault.

"That expansion joint is going to fail within two winters," he said, pointing at an elevated section of I-44 as they crested into the grey outskirts of St. Louis. "The coefficient of thermal expansion for that gauge of steel is completely inconsistent with the ambient temperature variance in this corridor."

"Noted," Lila said. "We have forty minutes to get to the convention center and I still have to find parking."

"Loading dock," Gerald said, already looking at his phone. "Convention center has one on Lacede's Landing. You pull in, unload, I park the car. There's a covered structure two blocks east with direct interior access. Saves you carrying the crates through weather."

Lila glanced at him sideways. The morning light caught the grey in his eyes, the sharp geometry of his jaw, the faint shadows under them that matched her own. Neither of them had slept. Neither of them had spoken directly about not sleeping. The night at the Everheart Inn existed between them like a load-bearing wall: invisible, structural, weight-bearing.

"You already looked this up," she said.

"While you were at the vending machine." He put his phone away. "The structure charges eight dollars flat rate on weekends. I have cash."

"I can pay for my own parking, Gerald."

"I know you can." He looked out the window. "I'm paying because I drove four hours south when I was supposed to go north, and I'm not going to compound the disruption by making you argue about eight dollars."

Lila looked at the road. The Mississippi was somewhere to her left, invisible behind a line of industrial warehouses. The sky was the pale, washed-out blue of a recently emptied storm.

"Thank you," she said.

Gerald said nothing, which she was learning was his version of you're welcome.

* * *
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The Midwest Bridal Expo at the St. Louis Convention Center was, in Gerald Vane's professional estimation, a masterclass in spatial failure.

He had assessed it in the first ninety seconds: four hundred booths in a hall with comfortable capacity for three hundred, a ceiling low enough to compress the ambient noise into a warm, continuous fog of overlapping conversations, fluorescent lighting so uniform and merciless that it flattened every texture and made the draped displays look like photographs of draped displays rather than actual draped displays. The pathways between booths were eight percent narrower than the minimum clearance for comfortable two-directional pedestrian traffic. He could prove this with a measuring tape and had briefly considered asking someone for one.

Near the entrance, a string quartet was playing Pachelbel's Canon in D at a volume calibrated for a much larger space, which meant they were either trying to be heard from the parking structure or had not considered the acoustics at all. He suspected the latter.

"This is your world," he said to Lila, stepping over a cable that ran unguarded across a main thoroughfare.

"This is a bad version of my world," she said, pulling her pink carry-on and reading the floor plan with the speed of someone who has learned to parse them quickly. "The good version has natural light and rational layout decisions. Booth 42. Northwest quadrant. This way."

He followed her through the crowd, watching her navigate. She moved differently here than she had in the blizzard or in the rented SUV or in the dim and firelit rooms of the Everheart. Here she was in accelerated mode: brisk, precise, saying hello to three separate vendors by name as they passed, clocking sight lines and traffic patterns with peripheral awareness. She knew this world. She was competent in it the way he was competent in his, with the bone-level fluency that comes not from enthusiasm but from sustained, disciplined practice.

He found this profoundly attractive and was not at all surprised by this, because he had always been attracted to competence above everything else. What surprised him was the other thing, the way he wanted to put his hand at her back and clear a path for her through the crowd, the way the sight of her in this context, alive and capable and completely in her element, produced a sensation in his chest that was purely non-structural and which he had not felt in a long time.

He kept his hands to himself and followed her to Booth 42.

* * *
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The booth was a ten-by-ten square of beige carpet wedged between a cake vendor and a florist. On the carpet sat Lila's freight: two substantial rolling crates, a folded tablecloth, and a hand-lettered banner in coral and gold that read LILA LAWRENCE EVENTS in a script that was professional without being precious.

Lila stood looking at her crates for a moment. Just one moment, her hand resting on the closest one, her chin slightly lifted. He recognized the gesture. It was the same thing he did when he first walked a site: a brief, private accounting. Here is what I have. Here is what I need to do with it. Here is what it will become.

Then she shook it off and looked at him. "Table first. Then the riser. I'll build the display back to front so the tallest pieces anchor the sight line from the aisle."

"You know sight lines," he said.

"I know sight lines." She pulled the tablecloth from its bag. "Grab an end?"

They worked together without talking much, which Gerald discovered was possible with her in a way it was not with most people. Most collaboration required continuous verbal negotiation. With Lila, there was an efficiency to the shared physical space, a sense that she read the geometry of what needed to happen and simply moved into it, leaving room for him to move into the complementary position. It was, he thought, a bit like working with a contractor who actually read the drawings.

He positioned the display pieces where she indicated and then adjusted two of them fractionally when she wasn't looking, rotating the taller pieces three degrees each toward the aisle to catch the overhead lighting at a better angle. She noticed immediately.

"You moved those," she said.

"Refraction. The glass will throw the light if you angle it toward the source rather than away."

Lila looked at the adjusted pieces, then at the way the fluorescent light caught the mercury glass and diffused it into something warmer and more complex than the source deserved to produce. Then she looked at him.

"Don't change things without telling me," she said.

"I should have told you."

"But you were right."

"I was right, and I should have told you."

She considered this. "Fair," she said. "Tell me next time."

There it was. Next time. Neither of them acknowledged it. He handed her the eucalyptus she'd acquired from the neighboring florist and she tucked it into the base of the two front arrangements and the booth stopped looking like a display and started looking like a place.

* * *
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By eleven-thirty the setup was complete. Gerald stood in the aisle and looked at it with the critical remove of someone evaluating a finished installation. It was, genuinely, the best-looking booth in the quadrant. The pieces were styled with a layered texture that the flat light couldn't quite flatten; the negative space Lila had left in the center of the display invited approach rather than signaling keep out; and the eucalyptus introduced a scale of living green that made the mercury glass look less like antiques and more like artifacts.

It was also, he noted, built entirely around a logic he recognized. Every choice had a reason. Nothing was decorative for its own sake. The beauty was structural.

"Your pedestrian flow is better than I expected," he said.

"Better than you expected, or better than the average?"

"Better than average. My expectations of you, for the record, have not been low since approximately seven AM yesterday."

Lila laughed. It was a real laugh, not the polished professional one she deployed with vendors; shorter, less musical, more
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