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	DISCLAIMER

	This is a fiction work. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner.

	 Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 

	The views and opinions expressed herein are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views or opinions of any other entity.

	 This story contains mature themes and is intended for adult readers.
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CHAPTER 1 — THE ARCHITECT

	The folder on the table between them was a full inch thick. Marcus Thayer had brought three copies.

	"Four years of documentation," he said. "Every compliance certificate, every third-party audit. Clean. We're not asking you to invent anything, Solène. We're asking you to tell the story that's already there."

	Solène looked at the folder. She had read her copy the evening before — all of it, including the appendices, including the labor grievance filing in Fulton County that did not appear in any of Marcus Thayer's three copies.

	She set her pen down.

	"The story that's already there includes a class-action grievance filed in March," she said. "Sixty-four warehouse workers in Conley. The grievance alleges the company misclassified them as contractors to avoid benefits. That story is also already there. You're asking me to tell the other one."

	Marcus did not look surprised. She could tell by the way he leaned back slightly — the practiced patience of a man who had answered this question before and found his way through it.

	"That matter is in litigation," he said. "Which means it's legally inappropriate to address it in public-facing communications. Our counsel—"

	"I understand what your counsel advised." She folded her hands on the table. "I'm telling you what I won't do. I won't build a transparency narrative around a company that is actively hiding a labor dispute from the public."

	"The transparency positioning isn't about labor relations. It's about supply chain visibility."

	"Marcus." She said his name the way people say a name when the conversation is over. "ClearPath's entire brand premise is that you have nothing to hide. That is the story. If part of the story is false, the brand is false. I won't put my name on it."

	He looked at her for a moment. Then he picked up his copy of the folder and set it on top of the other two.

	"Two hundred thousand dollars," he said. "Not counting the campaign budget."

	"I know what the number is." She picked up her pen. "I'd recommend Kessler Group. They're very good and they have a higher tolerance for complexity."

	She did not say it unkindly. She meant both sentences.

	Marcus Thayer stood, and she stood, and they shook hands the way people shake hands when they are not enemies but are also not going to see each other again anytime soon. He left. His assistant — who had said nothing the entire meeting — gathered the three copies of the folder and followed him out.

	Solène stayed at the conference table after they were gone. Through the glass wall she could see her assistant, Dani, pretending to look at her monitor. Dani had been with her through the dormant years at Voss Narrative — had done her own work during the silence and come back the week Solène called. She knew better than to ask how it went when it went like this.

	Solène picked up her bag and walked out.

	 

	The drive from Midtown to Buckhead took thirty-two minutes when the traffic was kind. It was not kind. She sat on Peachtree for twenty minutes watching the city rearrange itself in the early evening, the light going amber over the buildings, the kind of light that made Atlanta look like a city in a painting rather than a city where things actually happened to people.

	She thought about the sixty-four workers in Conley. She thought about what two hundred thousand dollars would have bought for Voss Narrative. Then she stopped thinking about both.

	 

	The note was on the kitchen island.

	Late tonight. Don't wait up.

	His handwriting, which she still loved — narrow letters, no loops, the kind of handwriting that looked like it was in a hurry even when it wasn't. He had been leaving notes on the kitchen island since the first year of their marriage, when he worked late every night and felt guilty about it and wanted her to know he was thinking of her even when he wasn't there. The notes had not stopped. The guilt had been the first thing to go, and then the tenderness behind it, but the habit of the notes had persisted because habits are the last things to leave a marriage.

	She set her bag on the island and opened the refrigerator and took out the pasta she had made the night before. She poured a glass of water — not wine, just water, because she had work left to do — and she set the table.

	Two place settings. Because that was how she had always set the table.

	She ate the pasta and read a proposal on her laptop and finished the water and rinsed the glass and put it in the rack. She did not look at the second place setting. She did not unset it. She put the leftover pasta back in the refrigerator and turned off the kitchen light and went upstairs to work.

	This was Tuesday.

	 

	At ten-forty she heard the garage door open. She was at her desk, the contract proposals spread across the screen, one lamp on. She did not turn toward the sound. She heard him come in — the particular quiet of someone trying not to disturb, keys on the hook inside the door, the almost-inaudible sound of him loosening his tie. She knew these sounds the way you know sounds that have been part of your home long enough that they stop being sounds and become just the texture of the house at night.

	He knocked once on the open bedroom door.

	"Still at it?" he said.

	"One more hour," she said.

	"Don't stay up too late."

	She did not look up from the screen. He did not come in. She heard the bathroom door, the sound of water, and then after a while the sound of nothing, which meant he was in bed.

	She worked for another forty minutes. Then she closed the laptop and turned off the lamp and lay down beside him in the dark and listened to him breathing until she fell asleep.

	She did not know yet that this was the last quiet night she would have for a long time.

	 


CHAPTER 2 — EARLY HOME

	 

	She was still at her desk when she heard the garage door.

	Not ten-forty. Six fifty-three. She looked at the time on her laptop screen the way you look at something twice when the first reading doesn't make sense.

	Callum appeared in the doorway of the study still wearing his jacket, which meant he had come straight upstairs rather than going to the kitchen first, which was not his pattern. He looked at the spread of work on her desk and then at her.

	"I thought you had the Henderson dinner," she said.

	"Moved to Thursday." He pulled off his jacket and laid it over the chair by the window. "I thought you'd still be out."

	"ClearPath ran short."

	He loosened his tie the rest of the way and sat on the edge of the bed and she turned back to her screen because the proposal was still open and she had three notes left to write in the margin. She heard him move to the bathroom, heard the water, heard him come back and stand in the doorway of the study again.

	"Have you eaten?"

	"Not yet."

	"I'll cook."

	She looked up then. "You'll cook."

	"Don't make a thing of it."

	"I'm not making a thing of it. I'm registering the information."

	"Pasta," he said. "I can cook pasta."

	"There's pasta already made in the refrigerator."

	"I'll make different pasta." He disappeared down the hall before she could respond, and she heard him on the stairs, and after a moment she heard him in the kitchen, and something in the house shifted slightly the way a house shifts when it is no longer just one person in it.

	 

	She finished the proposal and came downstairs to find him at the stove with his sleeves rolled up and the contents of two separate pots going at once, which was ambitious for a man who had claimed he was only making pasta.

	"There are at least four things happening here," she said.

	"Garlic bread."

	"Garlic bread is not pasta."

	"It is adjacent to pasta." He turned from the stove. "Pour some wine. There's a bottle open on the counter."

	She poured the wine and sat at the island and watched him cook, which she had not done in long enough that she had to reach back for when she last had. The early years — the apartment on Ponce, before the Buckhead house, before any of it — she had watched him cook almost every night, the two of them talking in a kitchen that was too small for two people and never felt crowded. He was a competent cook, not a showy one. He never made anything that required commentary.

	She did not say any of this.

	"How was the ClearPath meeting?" he said.

	"Short, as I mentioned."

	"Short meaning—"

	"Short meaning I turned it down."

	He looked over from the stove. "The two hundred thousand."

	"The two hundred thousand."

	He turned back to the pasta. "The labor thing?"

	"They wanted a
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