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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Stella

          

        

      

    

    
      My mother said I would never get used to the rain in London, as if Boston hadn't tried to kill us both with a nor'easter every February for thirty-one years and once personally iced my car door shut like it had a vendetta.

      Fourteen months into London, I had figured out what Maureen Quinn would never admit: rain here was a mood, not a disaster — an October you walked through — and I would take it over Boston February, which parked a snowplow on my Subaru in 2018 and then had the audacity to act like I had done something wrong.

      But my mother curated her facts on Sunday phone calls, selecting only the ones that made Bloomsbury sound like a charming mistake I still had time to correct.

      The umbrella was already broken when I left the house.

      This is a detail I want officially recorded for legal and emotional purposes.

      I noticed the problem at 8:47 a.m., standing in the doorway of my flat with one boot on, one boot in hand, and a tote bag attempting to stage a full escape of three fabric sample books onto the landing. The metal spoke on the left side had given up sometime between last Tuesday and this morning, and the canopy hung at an angle that suggested not weather readiness but quiet resignation.

      I considered it.

      I considered the sky, which was the color of wet nickel and mild regret.

      I considered the seven minutes I did not have.

      I took the umbrella anyway.

      This is the decision that defines a person.

      Not the big ones — not the career pivots or the cross-country moves or the moment you tell your business partner that yes, actually, you can pull off a seven-tier floral installation in a ballroom you have never seen.

      Those feel important.

      They are not.

      The real decisions are small and humiliating and happen in doorways.

      The umbrella ones.

      The I can make this work ones.

      The ones that, minutes later, have you standing ankle-deep in public failure wondering how you arrived here so quickly.

      I can make this work.

      I should get that tattooed somewhere.

      Bishop watched me from the radiator cover like a man who had seen this episode before and would not be tuning in for the sequel.

      "Don't look at me like that."

      He blinked.

      Slowly.

      Deliberately.

      With judgment.

      "That is a judgmental blink."

      "Prrrp."

      "Wish me luck."

      "Prrrp."

      He rolled onto his side with the theatrical resignation of someone who had already accepted my demise.

      "Wow. Okay. Cool. Supportive."

      The morning had started promisingly, in the way mornings do when you are already late and the universe is actively assembling a punchline.

      I had coffee — purchased, not brewed, because the French press was still soaking from yesterday's catastrophic grounds incident, which Priya had documented for the Whimsy & Co. group chat with the caption:

      Stella has invented coffee soup.

      Priya's captions are never kind.

      They are always correct.

      I had my red leather binder. I had my site visit notes for the Holloway-Park anniversary party, printed at midnight because the printer only responds to emotional desperation and the hours between eleven p.m. and two a.m. I had my phone at fourteen percent, because I had fallen asleep watching a video essay about seventeenth-century Dutch flower paintings, which is research and I will not be litigating that fact.

      What I did not have⁠—

      Was time.

      The site visit was at nine-fifteen. The venue was a twenty-minute walk. I had left the flat at 8:51.

      Twenty-four minutes.

      Fine.

      Fine.

      This was manageable.

      I was, despite mounting evidence to the contrary, a professional. I had coordinated twelve weddings, four corporate launches, and one bar mitzvah that ended with a surprise flash mob and a seventy-year-old grandmother doing the worm, which remains my greatest professional achievement and I will not be accepting feedback.

      I could walk fast in heels.

      I could walk fast in heels in the rain.

      I could walk fast in heels in the rain with a broken umbrella, a tote bag, coffee, and ambition.

      I made it six blocks.

      Then the coffee betrayed me.

      A slow, insidious leak down the side of the cup, onto my wrist — just enough to make me flinch, shift the tote bag, destabilize the entire ecosystem of my morning.

      The sample books shifted.

      The umbrella tilted.

      The wind⁠—

      The wind got ideas.

      And that was when everything happened at once.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The corner of Aldridge and Vine was a trap disguised as a street corner.

      There was a puddle.

      Of course there was a puddle.

      It did not announce itself.

      It did not sparkle.

      It did not whisper beware.

      It simply existed, quiet and patient and waiting for me specifically.

      My foot hit the water.

      The water chose violence.

      The splash was — and I say this as someone who has witnessed a champagne tower collapse in slow motion — spectacular.

      Not a splash.

      An event.

      A full, cinematic arc of city rainwater launching itself into the air like it had something to prove. It went up. It went wide. It achieved a height and trajectory that, in a different context, might have been beautiful.

      In this one⁠—

      It landed on a man.

      Not a misting. Not a few drops on the sleeve. The full, undeniable, head-to-briefcase relocation of an October puddle onto the most expensively suited human being I had ever seen at close range.

      He stood there.

      I stood there.

      The city continued, because cities have no respect for personal catastrophe.

      But for two and a half seconds⁠—

      Everything stopped.

      He was tall.

      That was the first problem.

      Tall enough that I had to look up, which is not where you want to be when you have just committed aquatic assault.

      Tall, and broad through the shoulders, and wearing a suit that had been cut by someone who understood fabric the way I understood floral installations.

      Devotion.

      Precision.

      Obsession.

      The suit had been charcoal.

      It was now charcoal with a water feature.

      His hair was dark and had been exact — the sort of cut that held its shape through a full calendar — and was now dripping at one temple. A single drop tracked down his jaw, which was sharp and set so tight I half expected to hear it click. His briefcase had attempted escape and lost.

      And his eyes⁠—

      Dark.

      Locked on me.

      For one half-breath⁠—

      Unguarded.

      In a way that was not about the suit.

      Then—

      Gone.

      Replaced with something sharper. Controlled.

      My stomach did something deeply unhelpful.

      Not guilt.

      That came later.

      Something else.

      Something instinctive.

      Something that noticed entirely the wrong things under entirely the wrong circumstances — like the way his wet shirt was clinging to his chest.

      I told that part to shut up.

      It did not shut up.

      For a suspended half-second, I lost my own name. Not figuratively — lost it. Stella Marie Quinn, thirty-two, of Boston by way of Bloomsbury, event planner, American, late — every file in the cabinet went briefly dark, and the only thing still lit was a small internal sign flashing holy hell.

      Then the name came back.

      The rest of the morning did not, yet.

      "Oh my God," I said.

      "Are you alright?"

      Clipped.

      Warm.

      Completely incorrect question.

      I blinked up at him. I was, at a generous estimate, the wettest person in London. I had just relocated a puddle onto his person. And he was asking after me.

      "You're asking if I'm —"

      "You're standing in it."

      "What?"

      "The puddle."

      I looked down.

      I was still in it.

      My boot was submerged like it had committed to a lifestyle.

      "Right. Yes." I stepped out. My boot made a sound like a small, disappointed seal reconsidering its choices. "I am — truly, from the bottom of my — I'm so sorry —"

      "You did destroy my suit."

      "I did."

      "Quite completely."

      "Quite completely."

      I heard my own voice echo and — because apparently I had chosen chaos as a personality trait — I laughed.

      Bright.

      Wrong.

      Completely inappropriate.

      And his face⁠—

      Changed.

      The smile started at his eyes and caught his mouth a beat later, full and slow and all the way up. Not a polite smile. Not a tolerant one. The kind that arrived uninvited and took over the whole building.

      And for one ruinous second⁠—

      Everything else fell away.

      "Oh God," I said. "Oh God."

      I was already pulling at my scarf. The nice one — soft mustard-colored wool Priya had given me last Christmas with the instruction please don't lose this one within forty-eight hours, which I had heroically kept for ten months, a personal best Priya had begun to find suspicious.

      "Let me —"

      "No."

      "I can fix —"

      "No."

      "I have a dry cleaner —"

      "I also have a dry cleaner."

      "Give me ten seconds."

      "No."

      Flat. Warm. Final.

      I was already at his lapel. The scarf — the scarf, I registered a second after contact, was also drenched — smeared water into the wool of his suit. I went at his tie with the same instrument and made that worse too. The tie had been navy. It was now a deeper navy in an exactly scarf-sized shape.

      "Miss —"

      "Can you give me a little faith here, sir? I am committed."

      "I see that you are."

      "You're making it worse."

      "I know."

      "Your scarf is wetter than it began."

      "I'm aware, sir."

      "Sir." Warm.

      "You do not strike me as a hey, you kind of person."

      "I am not."

      "I should introduce myself."

      "Later."

      His hand closed around my wrist. Very gently. His fingers were warm and slow, the way a person raised never to startle a horse would touch you.

      "You'll ruin the scarf," he said. "And it is — I think — a very nice scarf."

      "I have ruined your suit."

      "You have. That is a separate matter from the scarf."

      "You are being kind and it is making it worse."

      "I am discovering that now."

      His fingers opened around my wrist, slowly, and in the same motion he lifted the scarf out of my hand — the way you disarm someone without embarrassing them.

      "I have to — I'm late — I am so sorry about your — everything — your whole situation —"

      "My morning is a casualty." He checked his watch. Whatever he saw there made him exhale — not angry, almost amused, a man recalibrating in real time. "I have the Alderton meeting in twenty-eight minutes. I am going to be the wettest person in that room."

      Something in his expression shifted.

      Less irritation.

      More—

      Amusement.

      "Miss — your scarf —"

      I was already running.
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        * * *

      

      Two people in the café window were watching.

      One had a pastry frozen halfway to her mouth.

      The other — a man with a flat white, clearly in the throes of live theatre — caught my eye and raised his cup.

      Solidarity, I thought.

      Or a review.

      I ran.

      At the next crossing, my hand went to my throat.

      Nothing.

      Nothing.

      He has my scarf.

      He has my scarf, and I did not get his name, and I am never going to see him again.

      I turned my phone over, waiting for the light. The black glass caught my reflection.

      Mascara.

      Gone rogue.

      Fully.

      Off my eye. Down my cheek. In front of every single person on that sidewalk.

      "Okay," I said, aloud, to the intersection. "Okay."

      My phone buzzed in my palm.

      Cat-cam. Motion alert.

      Bishop. On the dresser. One paw on my watch, in the act of pushing it slowly off the edge. Eye contact with the camera. Timestamped forty seconds ago.

      The point, roughly: leaving without the second cheek-scratch this morning was a decision I will be reviewing in your absence.

      I watched the watch fall in the still image.

      I put the phone away.

      I could not accept Bishop's views at this time.
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        * * *

      

      The Holloway-Park site visit was the kind of chaos I specialized in. Mrs. Holloway-Park wanted peonies in December. Peonies did not, as a rule, work that way. She wanted the string quartet to play "nothing too classical." String quartets also did not work that way. She wanted the color palette to be "champagne but warmer, like if champagne had feelings." I wrote it all down because I was a professional and because writing gave my hands a job that was not replaying the last twelve minutes on a loop.

      But I was replaying them.

      Not the splash — though Priya was going to weep with joy when I told her, and I would tell her, because withholding a thing that comedic from Priya would have been a form of cruelty. Tomás would hear it second, and his version, by lunch, would be better than mine.

      No. I was replaying his face.

      Not the fury. The fury was earned. Any person would feel it after a stranger relocated a significant volume of city rainwater onto their suit at nine in the morning. I respected the fury.

      It was the thing before the fury. That half-breath of exposure, quick as a blink, where a look behind his eyes had met me and not known what to do with what it saw. Not anger. Startled, raw, gone before I could name it. And underneath it, confusingly, warmth. Are you alright? As if he had been the one splashed onto me.

      We were strangers. We had exchanged fewer than thirty words, most of them mine, most of them apologies, none of them names. He did not know me. I did not know him.

      He had my scarf.

      My phone buzzed. Priya.

      How's the site visit?

      I typed back one-handed.

      Fine. Normal. I may have drowned a man on the way here.

      Three dots.

      Please elaborate immediately.

      Also he has my scarf.

      STELLA.

      I know.

      Which scarf.

      The mustard one.

      STELLA.

      I put my phone away. Mrs. Holloway-Park was gesturing at a wall and saying organic geometry. I pulled out my red leather binder and flipped to a clean page. I wrote Holloway-Park at the top. Drew a small star next to it, because every project deserved a star, even the ones that wanted warm champagne feelings and off-brand string quartets.

      I wrote peonies — December — miracle required underneath and underlined it twice.

      Outside, the rain kept falling. It fell on the streets I had walked and the corner I had taken too fast, and somewhere, right now, a man in a wet charcoal suit was walking into his meeting twenty-eight minutes early or twenty-eight minutes late, and either way he was thinking about the woman who had ruined his morning, and either way he would forget about it by lunch.

      He would forget.

      I was almost certain he would forget.

      My hand went to my throat. There was nothing there.

      I was not going to forget that smile. Or that voice. Or — God help me — the half-second on a sidewalk in Bloomsbury where I had, quite frankly, forgotten my own damn name.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Reid

          

        

      

    

    
      I made the Alderton meeting with eleven minutes to spare, which was twenty-one minutes fewer than I would ever have considered acceptable on any other Tuesday.

      This Tuesday was not behaving. From the waist down, I was a water feature. Not metaphorically. Functionally. My shirt had survived — four blocks of cold air and forward motion had dried the cotton back to something that could be described, with generosity, as intentional — but the trousers were charcoal with a darker gradient that began at the knee and committed fully to the ankle. The tie had developed its own thesis: a stain in the exact shape and dimensions of a wool scarf, where a small American woman had attempted, with enthusiasm and no success, to undo the puddle by reapplying it. The tie had been navy. It was now navy with a second, more committed navy layered directly over it.

      The scarf was in my left hand. There was no good argument for carrying a sodden wool object of a yellow I would, under oath, have described only as yellow four blocks to a senior partners' meeting, and I had had four blocks to produce one, and I had produced none. The briefcase — which had sustained its own surface damage at Aldridge and Vine — was not a candidate; water and client files were not going to share a compartment on my account. A bin was not a candidate; I had not been raised to put a woman's scarf in a bin. That left my hand.

      I had not been raised to steal from women, either. I was going to call it saved rather than stolen until a better word presented itself.

      Conference Room B had the long mahogany table and the view of the river. Gerald Alderton was already seated. Mid-sixties. Tailored within an inch of his life. A handshake that graded you on contact. His associate had a leather portfolio open and a pen that had not moved.

      "Reid." Gerald stood. The handshake landed. His eyes travelled down once. The trousers. Back up. And then, because Gerald Alderton had been in rooms for sixty-some years and missed nothing in them, his eyes moved — briefly, deliberately — to the scarf in my left hand.

      Back up.

      I did not acknowledge this.

      "Gerald. Good to see you." I crossed to the table, draped the scarf over the back of the empty chair to my left — the chair set for a guest who would now be represented by damp wool — and took my seat. The associate's eyes tracked the scarf down and then back to her portfolio. The pen did not move.

      "Shall we begin with the trust restructure, or would you prefer to start with the property portfolio?"

      Gerald looked at me. Looked at my trousers. Looked at the scarf on the chair beside me. Looked at his associate, who did not look up. Looked at me again.

      "Trust restructure," he said.
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        * * *

      

      I won the meeting. I won it because I was, when the room required it, very good at this. I addressed Gerald's concerns before he voiced them. His associate's pen began to move.

      "Thorough as always," Gerald said at the close, and extended his hand again. His eyes did not travel this time. I had, through competence and a refusal to discuss the obvious, made the trousers irrelevant.

      I picked up the scarf on my way out.

      In the corridor afterward, I allowed myself one breath. Two.

      The trousers were not irrelevant.

      I took the stairs because the lift required standing still, and standing still was not, at present, what I needed. My socks were beyond recovery. I would deal with this. I deal with things. This is what I do.
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        * * *

      

      My office felt like the ground coming back under my feet. The door closed. The city spread out through the floor-to-ceiling windows — grey, rain-slicked, moving at a pace I could observe without participating in. Delia's photograph sat half-visible behind the case precedents, her face caught mid-laugh at a joke I had forgotten and she had not.

      I set the briefcase on the desk. The scarf was still in my hand — heavier now than it had been at Aldridge and Vine, because wet wool did that, and also because I had been carrying it for long enough that my own hand had started to agree with it. It smelled, faintly, of something I did not let myself name. I carried it to the hook behind the door — next to the garment bag where the spare charcoal suit lived for reasons that had previously been about client spills — and hung it there. It dripped once onto the carpet and gave up.

      I sat down at my desk and did not open the Henderson file.
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        * * *

      

      Vivienne Ashby arrived at 2:15 p.m. with the warmth of a gift wrapped in barbed wire.

      She did not knock. Grey silk, pearls, the look I had learned to categorise as this will be presented as an opportunity and it is not one. She came to the far side of my desk in the posture she reserved for meetings she did not intend to leave until she had won them — coat still on, briefcase at her feet, a dove-grey folder already in hand. Someone in marketing had been given both a budget and an opinion. I had seen the dove-grey folder come across her desk twice in twenty-two years. It had never come across mine.

      She placed the folder down exactly halfway between us.

      "No," I said.

      "Reid."

      "No."

      "I haven't asked you anything yet."

      "You don't have to ask. You walked into my office with a dove-grey folder, Vivienne, and the dove-grey folders are how you inform me that I am about to do something I do not want to do."

      "Sit."

      "I am sitting."

      "Then I won't be long."

      "That is the second thing the dove-grey folders mean."

      "Reid."

      "Vivienne."

      She did not sit. Vivienne did not pretend to be giving you something she was not.

      "The centenary."

      "No."

      "I need a liaison."

      "No."

      "Senior enough to make decisions. Presentable."

      "Define presentable."

      "Someone who will not say no to me four times in thirty seconds."

      "Then you have selected incorrectly."

      "Tell Callum."

      "Callum does not know what emerald means."

      "Callum has colour vision."

      "Callum has an eye. You have two, and one of them" — she paused here, because Vivienne did not waste a pause — "I flatter myself to believe you got from me."

      I looked at the ceiling. The ceiling, as ever, offered me nothing.

      "I have three closings in the next quarter. One of them is in Frankfurt."

      "You have the time."

      "I have the time the way a bridge has the time. You are testing load-bearing."

      "You have the eye, the calendar, and the seniority. You have the instinct for when a vendor is about to spend our money on their own ambitions. You also — and this is the part that irritates me — actually care what this firm looks like when it stands up at a hundred."

      "I'm honoured."

      "I know."

      "I did not mean it."

      "I know."

      She lifted the folder a quarter inch and set it down again.

      "The Whitmore matter."

      And there it was.

      "Vivienne."

      "I am not bringing it up to bring it up. I am bringing it up to say that I am not bringing it up. I am not the kind of person who punishes colleagues for disagreement. I am the kind of person who gives them a hundred-year gala to prove they are still on the team."

      "That is punishment in a dress."

      "Reid."

      "I am observing."

      The radiator did its small complaining noise it had been doing since February. Vivienne's eyebrow lifted a sixteenth of an inch. She did not look at the scarf on its hook, which was the way I knew she had seen it.

      "What's the budget."

      "The budget is what you will make it."

      "Vivienne."

      "Ninety."

      "Ninety thousand pounds for one night."

      "The firm is a hundred years old for one night."

      "I am going to be extremely displeased by this. You are going to tell the partnership I said yes."

      "I already have. I told them an hour ago."

      "Of course you did."

      "Wednesday. Two o'clock. Conference Room B. Weekly thereafter."

      "Wednesday."

      "Whimsy and Company. The brief is forty-seven pages. I have had it sent up."

      "Forty-seven pages. For a party."

      "For a statement, Reid."

      "Whimsy."

      "I have not named them. That is their name. You are welcome to interrogate it on Wednesday."

      She picked up her briefcase. At the door she paused — because Vivienne paused at doors.

      "Don't," she said.

      "Don't what."

      "Don't do what you are planning to do with your face on Wednesday."

      "I don't know what you mean."

      "You know what I mean."

      "I do not."

      "Reid. The woman is coming to help me. Not you."

      "Noted."

      "You will not dismantle her in the first ten minutes."

      "I never dismantle anyone in the first ten minutes."

      She looked at me.

      "Five."

      "Four, if provoked."

      She went. The door did not quite close behind her. Oversight or statement — with Vivienne, academic.
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        * * *

      

      Callum arrived within four minutes. He had either been watching from his office or had installed motion sensors on Vivienne's heels.

      "You've got the gala." He dropped into the chair across from my desk without waiting to be invited. He never did. The grin he wore was the one he deployed when my day had gone sideways and his had not.

      His eyes flicked once to the hook behind the door. Clocked the scarf. Registered it. Filed it. Chose, mercifully, to say nothing. Callum understood compound interest.

      "I've been assigned as liaison," I said. "Not the same as having the gala."

      "It's the same."

      "It is not."

      "Reid." He leaned back. "Presentable to external vendors. Available for weekly meetings. Decisions without referral. She gave you the gala, Reid."

      "You were listening."

      "I was in the corridor."

      "Which is listening."

      "Which is awareness." He waved a hand, unbothered by the possibility it might give him away. "You've got the gala. You're going to hate it. This is the best thing that's happened to me all week."

      "I can schedule my involvement in a single calendar block per week," I said. "Wednesday afternoons. Ninety minutes. That should be sufficient."

      Callum looked at me as though I had just proposed containing the sea with a desk diary.

      "Sure," he said. "Ninety minutes."

      "That will be sufficient."

      "The brief is forty-seven pages, Reid."

      "Forty-seven pages for a party."

      "Forty-seven pages."

      "Absolutely not."

      "You're not going to read it."

      "I am going to skim the parts Vivienne will ask me about and say emerald at the right moments."

      "You're going to get eaten alive."

      "I am going to be efficient."

      He stood. At the door, he paused — Callum had always understood the value of a doorway pause.

      "Wednesday, then."

      "Wednesday."

      He left. The door closed fully. A closed door was Callum's version of a bow.
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        * * *

      

      I sat with the folder. Vivienne had put it in the centre of the desk and it had not, of its own accord, relocated. Forty-seven pages, on a Tuesday that had already negotiated my trousers, my tie, my briefcase, and my composure, was not a bargain I was prepared to make.

      I opened it to page two — a professional courtesy I intended to betray inside thirty seconds. There was a line there, short, printed in a font someone had chosen deliberately.

      The best events don't look perfect. They look inevitable.

      I closed the folder.

      I stood and went to the hook behind the door for the garment bag. The scarf, on the neighbouring hook, had stopped dripping and begun its slow negotiation with gravity. I did not touch it.

      I changed. The wet suit went into the bag for the runner who came round at eleven on Tuesdays without anyone having to ask, minus the trousers, which I folded separately because wool would not survive unfolded. The tie I left hanging from its own hook; it would need dry-cleaning of its own kind. The shoes would have to air or I would buy new ones at lunch.

      Which left the feet.

      The garment bag had produced jacket, trousers, shirt, and a spare tie. It had not produced socks. The spare socks were a plan I had intended to execute sometime between 2019 and never. I had a choice between wet socks and bare feet, and I was in a charcoal suit and about to have a dignified afternoon, and both options were failing the afternoon at roughly equal rates.

      Damn that tiny American.

      I sat back down in dry charcoal, bare feet under the desk where no one would be consulted about them. The folder was exactly where I had left it, exactly as thick as it had been when Vivienne set it there, exactly as unread.

      I looked at it once more.

      I shoved it into the top drawer of my desk and pushed the drawer shut with more force than the drawer required.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            Stella

          

        

      

    

    
      Priya stood in the doorway of the War Room like a woman who had been holding a grenade pin for six months and had just been told — very politely — that she could absolutely go ahead and let it go.

      I knew this face. I had seen it three times in the history of Whimsy & Co. Once when we landed the Beaumont wedding. Once when the Architectural Digest feature went live. Once when she found the cashmere throw she'd been stalking on sale at seventy percent off and declared it a business expense because it lived on the studio sofa and therefore had emotional value. I had watched her wrap herself in that throw at six p.m. on a Friday with the tenderness of a woman greeting a long-lost lover.

      This was worse. This was controlled joy at dangerous pressure. Priya's hands were clasped in front of her — too still. The diamond on her right ring finger caught the morning light like a warning flare. Her mouth was doing the thing where it almost smiled, but not quite, like she didn't trust the room yet.

      "Morning meeting," she said. "Now."

      It was 9:14 a.m. on a Wednesday. Morning meetings were Mondays at ten. Priya had never once deviated from the Monday-at-ten schedule. She built the schedule. She is the schedule.

      I put down my coffee. The fabric samples I'd been sorting — coral, terracotta, the shade of dusky pink the Martindale anniversary client had described as "ballet slipper but sexier" — slid sideways on the table. Then kept sliding. Then fanned out onto the floor like they had collectively decided they no longer respected me. I didn't catch them. Priya didn't notice. This alone told me the world had shifted on its axis, because Priya notices everything. Once, I moved a single vendor folder from her alphabetical system to my thematic one, and she found it inside forty minutes and left it on my desk with a Post-it that said Nice try.

      Tomás appeared from the kitchenette with the project kettle in one hand and his phone in the other. He was all limbs and alert eyebrows — lanky, warm-skinned, perpetually losing the war with his curly hair, wearing a patterned shirt that would have looked unhinged on anyone with less conviction. His novelty lanyard today said Actually, I Do Run This Place, which I kept threatening to confiscate and never did. He read the room in half a second.

      "What's happening?" he asked. "Is this good or catastrophic? Because the kettle's just boiled and I need to emotionally prepare for what kind of tea this is."

      "Good," Priya said. She paused. The smile was still hostage but it was fighting for release. "Sit down."

      Tomás did not sit. Tomás perched on the table like gravity was optional and chairs were a suggestion. I stayed in my chair, which tilted slightly to the left like it had given up on structural integrity sometime in August and was no longer negotiating.

      The Whimsy & Co. studio in the morning was a thing I had never managed to explain to anyone who hadn't stood inside it. The upper floor of a converted Victorian caught the eastern light, and the whole space glowed — golden, warm, faintly smug — like the inside of a jewelry box. Fourteen months in and I still hadn't stopped noticing the building itself — the moulding, the uneven floor, the way the windows had settled at their own angle over a century and a half of weather. Nothing in Boston came this old. The mood board wall picked up the light and threw back color: swatches of cerulean, patches of blush, a sample of gold leaf I had tacked up three weeks ago for the Martindale project. It kept catching my eye like it belonged somewhere I hadn't found yet.

      Plants on every surface. Most of them thriving. Priya said it was ambient creative energy. Tomás said it was fear. I suspected caffeine.

      The central table looked like it had been ransacked by a very tasteful burglar. Fabric samples, vendor catalogs, two half-finished color schemes, a box of ribbon samples from a supplier in Bath, and a takeaway menu from the Thai place on the corner that had been there since February. I kept meaning to move it. It had become a geographical feature of the studio. Turn left at Pad Thai. Emotional collapse is due north.

      This was where we sat. Priya standing. Tomás hovering. Me gripping my coffee like it might legally protect me.

      "We got it," she said. Three words. The room detonated.

      Tomás made a sound I could only describe as a man receiving divine revelation through his whole body at once. He put the kettle down — on the table, on a vendor catalog like it had wronged him personally — and both hands went to his face. Somewhere, a supplier felt a disturbance.

      "We got it?" he said. "We — the Hargrove thing? The —"

      "The Hargrove & Ashby centenary gala." Priya's voice was steady, but her hands had unclasped and she was gripping the doorframe, knuckles pale. As close to jumping up and down as Priya Nair would ever come. "Confirmed this morning. Contract arriving by courier before noon. Ten-week timeline. Full creative brief. Budget —" She paused. She told us the budget.

      I stopped. Tomás stopped. One of the plants, I was fairly certain, reconsidered its will to live.

      "Priya," I said, very carefully. I wanted to be sure I wasn't hallucinating. The number she'd just said was a number I had been drawing on the War Room whiteboard since we submitted the pitch four months ago, and hearing it out loud was doing things to my cardiovascular system. "Did you just say —"

      "I said it."

      "The whole number."

      "The whole number."

      I looked at Tomás. Tomás looked at me. There was a single charged second in which neither of us moved. Then Tomás let out a whoop that startled two of the plants and probably every person on the street below, and I was on my feet, and Priya was laughing — actually laughing, the real laugh, the one she saved for things that mattered. I pulled her into a hug so forceful it knocked her back half a step. She let me. Priya letting someone crumple her blazer told me more than the contract had.

      "We did it," I said into her shoulder. She smelled like bergamot and clean cotton.

      "We did it," she confirmed. Her hand came up and squeezed the back of my neck, quick and fierce. "You did it. That pitch was yours, Stella."

      "It was ours."

      "It was yours. I formatted it."

      "Formatting is fifty percent of a pitch."

      "Formatting is ninety percent of a pitch, and I'm still giving you credit, so take it."

      I took it. Held it somewhere behind my ribs where it couldn't be questioned.

      Tomás immediately initiated celebration tea, which was less a beverage and more a ritual event with rules and implied judgment. He preheated the mugs. He aligned the spoons. He spoke to the kettle like it had a future. Priya and I did not intervene because the last time we had questioned his process, we lost fourteen minutes to a lecture titled Thermal Retention and Why You're All Wrong.

      I held my mug with both hands.

      "Priya," I said. "This is it. This is the one."

      She looked at me over her tea. She knew exactly which it.
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