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PROLOGUE  

	Vivienne

	The ballroom smelled like plaster dust and cold.

	It was the kind of cold that settled into stone buildings in late November, not the sharp cold of outdoors but the deep, patient cold of walls that had been holding their breath for decades, releasing it slowly into rooms that no longer had fires burning in their grates. I had learned the smell of this house the way you learn the smell of someone you love — gradually, without meaning to, until one day you realized you could identify it in the dark. Old stone and linseed oil. The faint mineral trace of the limestone quarried from the western Pennsylvania hillside in 1891 to build these walls. Woodsmoke from the library fireplace two rooms over. And now, underneath all of it, the chalky, almost sweet smell of the fresh plaster I had watched two craftsmen apply to the east wall over the past three days, which was drying in long smooth sections that interrupted the room's damage the way a clean bandage interrupts a wound.

	I stood in the center of the ballroom with my clipboard pressed against my chest and looked at the east wall.

	The work was good. Thomas, the plasterer I had driven two hours to find after the first man's estimate came back so low it frightened me, had a particular way of working the material that matched the remaining original sections nearly perfectly — the same gentle texture, the same slight variation in the finish that kept it from looking too mechanical, too modern. I had spent three weeks researching the original mix before I found him, sending photographs to a preservation specialist in Philadelphia who had finally pointed me toward a supplier in Ohio who still made lime putty the traditional way. The result was standing in front of me now, eight feet high and twenty feet wide, and it was right. It was genuinely, carefully right, and I felt the particular satisfaction of that — deep and quiet and located somewhere behind my sternum — the way I always did when a piece of work came together the way I had imagined it.

	I stood with that feeling for a moment.

	Then I looked at my phone.

	The screen showed eleven fifty-three and two missed calls from Brendan, both from earlier in the evening, both from before nine o'clock when I had put the phone face-down on the scaffolding shelf and stayed with Thomas and his assistant while they finished the final section. I had not called back. I had told myself it was because the work required my attention, which was true, and I had not examined too closely the other truth running alongside it — that I had not wanted to hear what he would say, which was whatever version of tonight he had decided to present to me, shaped and edited in the way that Brendan always shaped and edited things, so that the rough edges were smoothed before they reached me.

	It was our anniversary.

	Not a milestone number — just the sixth, the ordinary kind that falls in the middle of a marriage and is supposed to be marked by something small and chosen rather than something grand and obligatory. We had talked about it in October. I had said I wanted to have dinner at the house, here at Ashfield, just the two of us in the dining room with the chandelier that still worked and the table I had found at an estate sale in Sewickley and refinished myself over the course of a long weekend two summers ago. He had said that sounded good. He had said it the way he said a lot of things now — agreeably, without weight, the way you might agree to a particular brand of coffee when someone asks your preference. Present in word, absent in investment. I had noticed but had not said so, which was also a pattern I had not examined too closely.

	He was in Charlotte.

	Or he had been in Charlotte when he called at eight forty-seven — the second missed call, which I had seen the time stamp of before I put the phone back down. A board dinner, rescheduled twice from earlier in the month, that his father had asked him to attend in his place because Richard Holt did not fly commercial anymore and the meeting was with a group of developers who needed the family's personal presence rather than their attorneys. Brendan had told me about it ten days ago. He had told me in the way that contained no apology, no suggestion of an alternative, no acknowledgment that the date was what it was — simply an accounting of facts, the way you might tell someone about a change in weather.

	I had said, "That's the sixth."

	He had said, "I know. I'm sorry." He had said it the same way he agreed to things — present in the syllables, absent underneath.

	I looked at the east wall for another long moment.

	Then I set my clipboard down on the dusty folding table I had been using as a work surface for the past three days and I walked to the far end of the ballroom, to the tall windows that looked out over the south lawn, and I stood there looking at the dark. The lawn was mostly invisible in the November night, just the faint shapes of the boxwood hedges I had been slowly rehabilitating over the past two years catching what little light came from the house's exterior fixtures, their geometry patient and orderly against the dark. Beyond them the land dropped away toward the tree line, and beyond that there was nothing visible, just the sense of the valley continuing, Pennsylvania continuing, the world going on past the edge of what I could see.

	My hands were cold.

	I became aware of them gradually — the stiffness in my knuckles, the particular ache that set in when I had been working in an unheated space too long and had been too absorbed to notice. I pressed them together and felt the roughness of dried plaster on my right palm where I had steadied myself against the scaffolding earlier, a texture I usually registered with something like pride — the evidence of real work, work with physical consequence — but which tonight just felt like the surface of my own skin reminding me it was there.

	I tried to locate the satisfaction I had felt five minutes ago, standing in front of Thomas's finished section.

	It was still there, but smaller now, or further away, the way a sound gets when a door closes between you and its source.

	I had loved this house before I loved Brendan, in the theoretical way you can love something you've only seen in photographs. I had been twenty-four when I first found the archive photographs of Ashfield in a Pittsburgh historical society collection, searching for reference images for a project my first employer had assigned me — a restoration consultation for a private client in Shadyside who wanted his 1920s Tudor revival to feel authentic. I hadn't been looking for Ashfield specifically. I'd been looking for regional examples of Gilded Age interior plasterwork, and there it was in a folder of unlabeled photographs, a house that had been built for a steel magnate named Cornelius Fitch in 1891 and had passed through three families in the century since, ending up in the possession of the Holts sometime in the 1970s when Richard Holt's father bought it at auction and used it as a summer retreat, which meant it had spent the intervening decades being neither properly maintained nor badly ruined, just slowly, gently declining into the particular beauty of neglect.

	I had thought about it for years before I ever saw it in person.

	When Brendan first brought me here, two months after we started dating, it had been autumn and the light through the library windows had been exactly the color I had imagined from the photographs, a particular amber that had to do with the west-facing orientation and the age of the glass in the panes, slightly wavy, slightly imperfect, bending the light in a way that modern glass wouldn't. I had stood in the library doorway and felt something that was not quite déjà vu but was adjacent to it — the feeling of arriving somewhere you have already been in the version of your life you imagined while you were planning it.

	I had turned to Brendan and said, "This house needs someone."

	He had smiled at me, that particular smile he had in those years — open and a little surprised by me, the way he often looked then, as though I kept arriving at angles he hadn't anticipated. "It does," he had said. And I had understood, in the way that felt like mutual understanding at the time and which I now wondered if I had simply projected, that we were both talking about the house and about something else at the same time.

	We married eight months later.

	I started working on Ashfield eighteen months after that, with Richard Holt's cautious, then enthusiastic, then frankly relieved blessing, and I spent the next three years building the restoration plan room by room, source by source, driving to archives and salvage yards and estate sales, writing proposals and making the case to a man who understood value in terms of asset sheets but who had slowly, genuinely come to understand what I was doing with his family's house. It had been the best work of my professional life. It had also been, in the way that work can be when a marriage is becoming something other than what you thought, a place I went when I needed to remember who I was.

	I had not examined that too closely either.

	Standing at the window now, in the dark and the cold with the plaster dust settling in the air behind me, I became aware of something I had been keeping at the edge of my attention for a long time. Not a new awareness, exactly — more like a familiar shape finally stepping into the light, where I had to look at it directly rather than seeing it only from the corner of my eye.

	Brendan was not coming.

	Not tonight, which I already knew. But also not — and here was the shape, here was what I had been not-looking-at — not in the way that I needed. Not in the way I had needed for a long time. He was a good man in the accounting of things: he did not lie, he did not mistreat me, he was not cruel. What he was, with a consistency that had become its own kind of cruelty, was absent. Scheduled for later. Available in theory, elsewhere in practice, his attention always assigned somewhere else first — his father's expectations, the family's obligations, the endless management of being a Holt — and by the time later arrived, there was usually nothing left of the day worth having.

	I had told myself it was the nature of his life.

	I had told myself I understood what I was marrying into.

	I had told myself a great many things with great patience and good faith, and standing at the window on the night of our sixth anniversary with plaster on my hands and two unanswered missed calls on my phone and the only finished section of the east wall waiting behind me like an argument I had won alone, I understood that I had been patient and faithful with the wrong things.

	Not with Brendan. With the idea that later would eventually arrive.

	My phone lit up on the folding table across the room — I could see the glow of it from where I stood, a third call, Brendan's name on the screen at the distance becoming just a rectangle of light. I watched it glow and go dark. Then I turned back to the window and looked at the boxwoods and the dark valley beyond them, and I stayed there until I could feel the decision forming in me the way decisions always formed when I finally stopped arguing against them — not arriving from outside but surfacing from somewhere underneath, the way groundwater surfaces through stone. Slow, inevitable, having traveled a long distance before anyone could see it.

	I did not cry.

	That surprised me, a little, though it probably shouldn't have — I had done most of the crying already, in increments over the past two years, the small quiet kind that happens in bathrooms and cars and in the particular silence of a house where you are the only person home again. There was nothing left to cry with tonight. What I felt instead was something I would spend a long time afterward trying to name correctly, and the word I kept returning to — not resignation, not relief, though it had elements of both — was clarity.

	I picked up my clipboard from the folding table and made a note about the east wall's drying time, which would need to be monitored for the next seventy-two hours before the finishing coat could go on. I noted the date in the upper right corner of the page the way I always did, so the record would be accurate. November nineteenth. Then I set the pen down, turned off the ballroom's work lights one by one, and stood for a moment in the dark before I found my coat on the hook by the door.

	The ballroom was behind me now, the fresh plaster cooling in the dark, the work exactly as I had left it.

	I walked out.

	 


Chapter 1

	VIVIENNE

	The Hartwell house had taken eleven months, which was three months longer than the original estimate and two months longer than the revised one, and standing in the front hallway on a Thursday morning in the second week of January watching Dana Hartwell see it finished for the first time, I felt the particular satisfaction of work that had arrived exactly where it was supposed to arrive despite everything that had tried to prevent it.

	Dana was fifty-one, recently divorced herself — though hers had been the clean, mutual kind, the kind where both people had simply run out of reasons rather than running out of anything more painful — and she had come to me eight months after the settlement with a photograph she had torn from an architectural magazine and a budget that was ambitious without being unrealistic and a very clear sense of what she did not want, which was any trace of the life she had just finished living. The house was a 1920s Charleston single — the narrow, peculiar local form where the house faces a side porch rather than the street, one room wide and several deep, with high ceilings and original pine floors and the kind of bones that rewarded patience — and what Dana had wanted, once we worked through the magazine photograph and the defensive energy of a woman reinventing herself and arrived at what she actually meant, was a house that felt like it had always been exactly this way. Not renovated. Revealed.

	I understood that. It was the kind of brief I did my best work inside.

	She was standing very still in the hallway, her hands at her sides, looking through the open doorway into the front parlor where the morning light was coming through the restored windows at the angle I had planned for, hitting the limewash on the plaster walls so that the color shifted between warm white and the palest possible grey depending on where you stood. The floors had been refinished in a matte rather than satin finish, which had been a point of some discussion with the contractor but which looked, in the finished room, like something that had never been discussed at all — like floors that had always looked this way, worn smooth by generations of ordinary living rather than by a sanding machine in October. The fireplace surround was original marble, cleaned and repointed but not replaced, which meant it had the faint veining and one small chip in the lower left corner that I had specifically argued to preserve. Perfection in an old house was a form of dishonesty.

	"It's quiet," Dana said.

	It was not what I expected her to say first, and I waited a moment to see if she would continue, but she seemed to mean it as a complete thought. The room was quiet — not silent, because there was the sound of the street outside and somewhere in the back of the house my assistant Petra was finishing the final walkthrough checklist, her footsteps light on the upper floor — but quiet in the way Dana meant, which had nothing to do with sound. It was a room that didn't need anything. It didn't strain toward an effect or announce its intentions. It simply was what it was, and what it was happened to be beautiful in the way that took a long time to achieve.

	"That's the idea," I said.

	She turned to look at me, and her eyes were bright in the way that had nothing to do with tears, though I had seen that too at final walkthroughs — more often than people expected, that moment when a client understood that the house had worked. "You knew exactly what I meant," she said. "Even when I didn't."

	I smiled at that. "You knew what you meant. You just needed someone to hold it still long enough for you to see it."

	We walked through the rest of the house together — the kitchen with its unlacquered brass fittings that would darken over time into something better than they were now, the primary bedroom with its linen wall treatment that had required three samples before we found the texture that was right, the back garden where I had argued successfully for keeping the overgrown fig tree that the previous design plan had earmarked for removal. Dana asked questions and touched surfaces and stood in doorways the way people do when they are learning a space they already love, and by the time we reached the upstairs sitting room that had been the most difficult problem in the house — a later addition, awkward in proportion, that I had resolved by dropping the ceiling height six inches and installing a bank of built-in shelving that made the reduced height feel intentional rather than corrective — she had the settled, quiet expression of someone who had arrived somewhere they recognized.

	Petra met us at the bottom of the stairs with the completed checklist on her tablet and the small envelope of touch-up paint pots labeled by room that we gave every client at handover, and Dana accepted both with the slightly dazed courtesy of someone whose attention was still largely inside the house rather than in the practical transaction happening in front of her. I went through the handover notes — the contractor's warranty documentation, the paint codes, the name of the tile supplier for the bathroom floor because that particular encaustic pattern was discontinued and she would need the source if anything cracked in ten years — and Dana listened and nodded and at the end of it held out her hand.

	"Vivienne," she said, which was all she said, and I understood everything she meant.

	



	Petra and I loaded the last of the site materials into the back of my truck — the sample boards and the rolled drawings and the battered canvas bag of tools I brought to every final walkthrough out of habit more than necessity — and I drove back across the peninsula toward the office with the windows down slightly despite the January chill, because the air off the harbor in the morning had a quality I never got tired of, salt and something green underneath it, the particular smell of a city built on water.

	The office was the front two rooms of a narrow building on a side street three blocks from the market, which I shared with Corrine — her desk and the business side of things in the front room, my drawing table and the sample library in the back — and I had painted the exterior a very specific shade of blue-green that had taken me four tries to mix correctly and which Corrine had described, when she first saw it, as the color of a secret, which was not what I had been going for but which I thought was probably accurate. The sign above the door said Alcott Shaw Design in simple serif letters, which was the name we had settled on eighteen months ago when we formalized the partnership, and which still gave me something small and real each time I looked at it — not pride exactly, or not only that, but the specific satisfaction of something that bore your name because you had made it, because it had not existed before you made it.

	I found Corrine at her desk eating a late breakfast over her laptop, a habit she had developed because she habitually skipped actual breakfast in favor of coffee and then wondered at eleven o'clock why she was unreasonable. She looked up when I came in and read my face the way she had been reading my face for twelve years, which meant she knew the walkthrough had gone well before I said anything.

	"Dana cried?"

	"Dana did not cry. Dana said it was quiet."

	Corrine considered this. "That's better than crying."

	"That's what I thought." I set my bag down and hung my coat on the hook inside the door and went to pour coffee from the carafe she kept on the small table by the window, which was always better than the coffee I made because Corrine had opinions about coffee the way she had opinions about most practical things — specific, informed, and correct. "She walked through every room twice. The fig tree moment was when I knew we had her."

	"I told you to keep the fig tree."

	"You did," I agreed. "You were right."

	She gave a small nod of satisfaction that she tried to keep modest and didn't quite manage, and went back to her laptop for a moment before she said, without looking up, "The Dorchester proposal needs to go out today if we want the February slot."

	"I'll have it done by three."

	"And the Aiken couple called again about the kitchen timeline."

	"I'll call them back before lunch."

	"And — " She paused here in a way that was slightly different from the businesslike pause before the other items, and I turned from the coffee table to look at her. She had her eyes on her screen still, but the set of her shoulders had changed by a degree. "I talked to my cousin Rhea this morning. She works at Paulson and Lyle, you remember." She said it the way you say something that requires context you'd rather not have to provide. Rhea was an attorney at one of Charleston's larger family law firms. Not the firm that handled my case — I used someone in Mount Pleasant, deliberately, to avoid any social overlap — but a firm that had its own overlapping networks with everyone in those circles. "She mentioned, not to me specifically, just — she mentioned that Marcus Holt's paperwork has still not been filed."

	I stayed where I was by the coffee table with my mug in both hands.

	"Brendan," I said. "His name is Brendan."

	"I know what his name is."

	"Then use it."

	Corrine looked up then, and her expression was not the careful neutral she sometimes deployed when she was managing me, but the direct, clear look she used when she was just telling me a true thing. "Brendan's paperwork has still not been filed. Eighteen months, Viv."

	I drank my coffee and looked at the window. The street outside was doing its ordinary Thursday morning things — a woman with a stroller, a delivery truck idling, two men in work clothes moving with the purposeful pace of people who had somewhere to be. Eighteen months was how long I had been in this office, in this city, in this version of my life. It was also, apparently, how long Brendan Holt had been in possession of divorce papers that required nothing from him except a signature and a trip to his attorney's office, which was something his assistant could have scheduled in four minutes.

	"I know," I said.

	"Does it matter to you? Practically, I mean. Your attorney said — "

	"It doesn't change anything practically." I turned back from the window. "It's just a fact." The fact being that Brendan's non-filing was itself a kind of communication — not a plea or a statement of intent, as far as I could tell, but a postponement, and Brendan had always been very skilled at postponement. The thing that needed addressing was always just slightly less urgent than the other thing. I had spent six years watching that particular habit operate, and I was not interested in spending another eighteen months being the thing that was less urgent. "I'm going to get started on the Dorchester proposal," I said, and Corrine let me, because she knew when the subject was finished.

	



	I left the office at half past five and drove home through the late afternoon light, which in January in Charleston had a particular horizontal quality, long and amber, laying itself across the facades of the buildings on my street in a way that made everything look considered. My row house was the third from the corner, a late Victorian with a double piazza that I had bought in the condition that real estate listings describe as needs TLC and which had actually needed, over the course of fourteen months, a new roof, complete electrical rewiring, replastered walls, refinished floors, a kitchen that had previously been a study in the architectural consequences of decisions made in the 1980s, and a front garden that had gone so thoroughly to ground cover and regret that I had needed a machete and three weekends before I could see what was actually underneath.

	What was underneath turned out to be the original brick path and two camellias old enough to have been planted by whoever built the house, and they had bloomed the first winter I lived there with an extravagance that felt like a reward for paying attention.

	I let myself in through the front door and stood for a moment in the hallway, doing what I always did when I came home — simply being in the space for a moment, registering it. The hallway had a console table I had found at an estate sale in Beaufort, its surface holding a ceramic bowl, a small brass lamp, and a stack of books I was working through at the rate of one per fortnight. The walls were painted a very deep green that went almost black in the evenings and was the most debated decision in the house, because three separate people had told me it was too dark for a narrow hallway and they had all been wrong. The floors were the original heart pine, and in the evening light coming through the glass panels on either side of the front door they were the color of warm honey.

	It was my house. That was the thing I came back to, in the hallway, most evenings — not a declaration or a defiance, just a fact that still carried a particular texture of gratitude. I had bought it with my own money, money I had earned before and during and after the marriage, money that had always been mine and had remained mine because I had been careful about that. I had rebuilt it with my own decisions — every wall color and floor finish and piece of furniture chosen by me, answerable to no one, representing nothing except my own taste and my own understanding of how a space should feel to live in.

	It felt like a house that was loved.

	I changed out of my work clothes and made dinner — a simple thing, pasta with things from the refrigerator, eaten at the kitchen counter with a glass of wine and a book propped against the fruit bowl — and I was washing up afterward when my phone rang.

	The number was a Pittsburgh area code, which in itself was not unusual — I had suppliers and contacts there still, from the Ashfield years, people who called occasionally about sourcing questions or to pass along leads on salvage finds they thought I'd want to know about. But the specific number resolved on the third ring into a name in my contacts that I had not deleted because deleting it had seemed like a gesture, and I did not make gestures.

	Patricia Holt.

	I stood at the kitchen sink with my wet hands and looked at the name on the screen for the full duration of three rings, which is longer than it sounds, and then I dried my hands on the dish towel and answered.

	"Patricia," I said.

	"Vivienne." Her voice was exactly as I remembered it — measured, low, with the slight roughness of a lifelong smoker who had quit fifteen years ago and retained the texture without the habit. "I'm sorry to call without warning. I wasn't sure you'd pick up."

	"I almost didn't," I said, which was true and which I offered not as a reproach but as information, because Patricia Holt had always responded better to directness than to courtesy.

	A brief pause, and then she said, "I need to talk to you about Ashfield."

	The camellias were visible through my kitchen window, their dark leaves catching the last of the evening light, and I looked at them for a moment before I said, "Tell me."

	 


Chapter 2

	VIVIENNE

	Patricia talked for a long time.

	I stood at the kitchen counter and then, when my feet registered the standing, moved to the table and sat down, and I listened the way I had learned to listen to clients at the beginning of a project — not for the surface content, which was always partially composed and partially approximate, but for the structure underneath it, the bones of what they were actually saying, which required waiting out the presentation layer before you could reach the thing itself.

	The surface content was this: Richard Holt had suffered a significant stroke six weeks ago, in the second week of November, at his office in Pittsburgh. He was alive. He was in a rehabilitation facility outside the city and his prognosis, according to the neurologist Patricia described with the careful, slightly formal vocabulary of a woman who had absorbed a great deal of medical information in a short period of time, was for partial recovery — meaning he would likely regain function, meaning the extent of that recovery was not yet determinable, meaning the word partial was doing an enormous amount of work in every sentence his doctors used.

	The bones underneath that: Richard had, for reasons that Patricia either did not fully understand or was not fully prepared to explain over the phone, been using the Ashfield estate as collateral against a business line of credit that the family had not known about until the stroke made his financial affairs suddenly visible in a way that living men's financial affairs generally are not. The credit line was substantial. The creditors were not the patient kind. The estate had sixty days — sixty days from the date Patricia was calling me, which was the ninth of January — to demonstrate sufficient revenue-generating capacity to satisfy the terms of a conditional agreement that the family's attorneys had negotiated in the immediate aftermath of Richard's hospitalization, which had bought them time but not indefinite time.

	"Revenue-generating capacity," I repeated.

	"That's the language they used." Patricia's voice had a slight weariness in it that was not complaint — Patricia Holt did not complain, as far as I had ever observed — but the simple exhaustion of someone who had spent six weeks absorbing lawyers' language. "What it means in practice is that the estate needs to be operating as a venue. Bookable. Functional. With documented income or at minimum documented booking commitments within sixty days."

	I looked at my kitchen wall, which needed nothing from me, and thought about the Ashfield ballroom in the state I had left it — the east wall finished, the rest of the room waiting. I thought about the library, which had water damage along the north wall from a gutter that had been failing since 2021 and which I had flagged in three separate maintenance reports. I thought about the formal dining room, which was largely intact but needed the ceiling medallion restored and two of the window sashes replaced. I thought about the catering kitchen, which
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