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​Chapter One - Everything She Built
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The deposition had been going for four hours and forty minutes when opposing counsel finally stopped pretending he had a strategy.

Miriam watched it happen the way she always watched things happen in depositions: from behind her eyes and nowhere else. Her face gave him nothing. Her posture gave him nothing. The legal pad in front of her was covered in her handwriting, small and precise, the kind of notes that would read as inscrutable to anyone who wasn't her, which was everyone. Across the conference table, the witness—a 54-year-old hedge fund manager named Gerald Paulson who had described himself, in the opening minutes, as a straightforward man—was in the process of discovering that he was not.

"Mr. Paulson," Miriam said. "Let's go back to the wire transfer."

"We've discussed the wire transfer."

"We've discussed your characterization of it. I'd like to discuss the transfer itself." She turned a page. The gesture was unhurried. She had found, over twenty years, that unhurried was the most powerful speed available to her. It signaled that she had nowhere else to be, which was never quite true but always felt that way in a deposition room. "On March 14th of last year, $340,000 moved from your joint account to an account registered to Paulson Consulting LLC. You testified earlier that this was a business expense."

"It was."

"And Paulson Consulting LLC—this is the entity you incorporated in February of last year?"

"That's correct."

"Six weeks before the wire transfer."

"I—yes. That's correct."

Miriam wrote something. She did not look up while she wrote it. Opposing counsel, a man named Bryce Holloway from a midtown firm she had beaten on four previous occasions, shifted in his chair. Gerald Paulson looked at Bryce Holloway. Bryce Holloway looked at the table.

"And the services Paulson Consulting LLC provided," Miriam said, "in exchange for this $340,000 business expense. Can you describe those for me?"

"Consulting. It's a consulting firm."

"Of course. What did it consult on, in March of last year?"

A pause. The pause told her everything she needed, which was confirmation of everything she already knew. She had come into this room two hours ago with the answer fully formed. The deposition was the process of making someone else arrive at it in the correct sequence. Her client, Diana Paulson, was sitting to her left in a charcoal blazer and the particular stillness of a woman who had been waiting four years for someone to ask the right questions. Miriam did not look at her. She looked at Gerald.

"Operational matters," he said. "Strategy."

"Strategy," Miriam repeated. She said it without inflection, which was its own kind of inflection. She flipped to a tab near the back of her binder. "Exhibit thirty-one. Mr. Paulson, I'm going to show you an email chain from March through May of last year, between you and a property manager in Scottsdale, Arizona. This is a property not listed in your financial disclosures to my client."

Bryce Holloway said, "Objection."

Miriam waited.

"This is—we haven't had time to review—"

"It was produced in discovery on the 4th. You've had six weeks." She slid the exhibit across the table. "Mr. Paulson, would you like to take a moment to read the first page?"

Gerald Paulson looked like a man standing at the edge of something he had been hoping was not a cliff. He took the exhibit. He read the first page. His face did a thing that was specific and particular and that she had seen many times, which was the face of someone absorbing the fact that someone else had done all the work before the meeting.

Bryce Holloway called for a ten-minute break.

In the hallway outside the conference room, Suki appeared at Miriam's elbow with a bottle of water and the quiet efficiency of someone who had been doing this for six years and had long since stopped finding it remarkable. Suki Oduya was 36, Nigerian-British, and possessed of a professional calm so thoroughgoing that Miriam had initially mistaken it for passivity before discovering that Suki simply had no interest in performing urgency she didn't feel.

"Holloway's making calls," Suki said.

"Of course he is."

"You want anything before we go back in?"

"I'm fine."

Suki handed her the water anyway. Miriam took it.

"Diana's holding up well," Suki said.

"She's been holding up well for four years. She's very good at it." Miriam drank. Looked down the corridor toward the elevators. "The Scottsdale property. Make sure we've got the full deed history. If he transferred it before the discovery cutoff date, I want to know within the hour."

"Already requested."

Miriam looked at her.

"You flagged it in your notes last Thursday," Suki said. "I set up the search then."

"Right." Miriam recapped the water bottle. There was a detail pulling at her, something she had catalogued during the deposition and not yet examined. Gerald Paulson, when he had described his marriage of twenty-three years, had said: we built a good life. Not we had a good life, or we built something together. We built a good life. The distinction was the kind of thing most people would not notice and that Miriam's brain would not leave alone. Built. The performance of construction without the admission of intention. As if a life could be assembled accidentally and then surveyed with proprietary satisfaction.

She thought about it for another half-second and then put it down. The deposition was resuming in four minutes.

"Let's go," she said.

The deposition concluded at 5:47 pm. Gerald Paulson's attorney suggested a settlement conference. Miriam said she would be in touch, which meant she would be in touch on Diana's timeline and not Gerald's. She was in a car by 6:15, the binder open in her lap, making notes that were already halfway to being next steps.

Her apartment was a twelve-minute drive on a good night. Tonight was not a good night. She sat in traffic on Fifth Avenue and answered three emails and looked up once at the city sliding past the window—the yellow lights of it, the particular density of a Tuesday evening in May when everyone was going somewhere—and felt, not for the first time, the specific flatness of a day that had gone well.

This was not new. She had learned not to examine it closely.

The apartment was on the 31st floor of a building on the Upper East Side and it was, by any reasonable measure, exceptional. She had selected it with the same methodology she applied to everything: she researched, she listed criteria, she assessed options against criteria, she decided. The floors were pale oak. The kitchen had professional appliances she used with precision and without pleasure. The view looked north up the park and on clear mornings was genuinely remarkable, which she acknowledged to herself periodically without doing anything in particular about it.

She changed out of her suit. She made coffee.

This was the ritual: the same single-origin ground from the place on 82nd Street, the same ceramic dripper, the same ratio she had calculated years ago and never reconsidered. She did it the same way every time not because she was a person who needed ritual, she had decided, but because coffee was simply a problem that had a correct solution and she saw no reason to keep solving it. She poured it into the same mug and took it to the window.

The park was in the state of late May that looked like a decision someone had made—everything green and deliberate, the paths lit at long intervals, joggers and dog-walkers and the general performance of a city that considered outdoor space a personality trait. Miriam stood at the window and held her coffee in both hands and did not think about the deposition, which had gone well, or the settlement conference Bryce Holloway would propose, which she would accept when it was in Diana's interest and not before. She did not think about the Kwan matter, which was three weeks from trial and in excellent shape. She did not think about the Bertucci appeal, or the Hendricks retainer, or the call she had scheduled for 9am tomorrow with opposing counsel in Martinez, a call she expected to be brief and unproductive.

She was very good at not thinking about things. It was one of her most useful qualities.

What she thought about, at the window, was Gerald Paulson's face when he looked at the exhibit. Not the guilt in it—guilt was routine, she had no particular feeling about guilt—but the surprise. The specific quality of surprise that came from having believed, until that moment, that the architecture of his concealment was solid. That it would hold.

She wondered sometimes what it was like to be surprised by your own failures. She had made a practice of anticipating hers.

She worked until eleven-thirty. The Kwan matter, then the Bertucci notes, then a first read of the discovery documents in a new referral: a woman named Susan Alcott, married sixteen years, whose husband had been systematically transferring marital assets to a family trust for the past three. The documents were dense and the trust structure was creative in the way that suggested a very expensive estate attorney and a very long head start. Miriam made a list. The list was four pages long by the time she set it down.

She washed her coffee mug. She prepared the dripper for morning. She stood at the kitchen counter for a moment in the silence of the apartment and registered, without annotation, that it was very quiet.

She went to bed.

She did not lie awake. Lying awake was not something she did. She slept six hours with the precision of a person who had decided that sleep was also a problem with a correct solution and had solved it.

In the morning she made the coffee. She stood at the window. The park was still there, still green, still making its claims on the character of anyone looking at it.

She picked up her phone. She had fourteen new emails. She answered eleven of them before the coffee was done.

This was the life she had built. It was running at full capacity. She could not identify a single crack in the architecture.

The crack was there. She simply did not know yet how to look at it.
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​Chapter Two - The Ice Queen Melts (Publicly, On Camera)
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Three weeks later, in the middle of a sentence she had given in some form or another for twenty years, Miriam Cho stopped.

It was not a dramatic stop. There was no clutching of the chest, no sudden pallor, no theatrical collapse that could be edited into something meaningful on a three-second clip. It was simply that she was speaking, and then she was not speaking, and the silence that followed was so complete and so unexpected that the bailiff looked up from his phone.

She had been cross-examining a witness. The case was a dissolution of a seventeen-year marriage, significant assets, two properties in Westchester and one in Telluride, a child custody arrangement that was going to require a separate mediation and a degree of patience from all parties that Miriam was prepared to supply professionally and not otherwise. The witness was the opposing party's financial expert, a man named Reitner who had testified in this court twice before and who had a specific habit of pausing before his answers in a way that was meant to read as thoughtful and that Miriam read as rehearsed. She had been mid-question, mid-sentence, in the process of asking him about a valuation methodology that she had spent four days identifying as flawed, and she had simply.

Stopped.

It was not pain. She registered this with the part of her brain that was still operating as a diagnostician, assessing in real time. Not pain, not dizziness, not any of the things that would have given her a logical category to place this in. It was more like a system that had been running at capacity for a very long time producing, without warning, a single error that the system didn't have the architecture to process.

She sat down.

This was also not dramatic. She was near her chair. She sat down in it the way a person sits down when they are tired, and folded her hands on the table, and looked at the middle distance, and did not speak.

Judge Carrano said, "Ms. Cho?"

She was aware of him. She was aware of the courtroom, the gallery, the witness on the stand watching her with an expression she would have found professionally interesting under other circumstances. She was aware of her opposing counsel, a woman named Patricia Delaney who had the specific decency not to look satisfied. She was aware that her client, a man named Robert Finch, was looking at her from the plaintiff's table with the expression of someone who has just watched their surgeon set down the scalpel.

She was aware of all of it.

She could not, in this moment, speak.

"We'll take a recess," Judge Carrano said. His voice was neutral, which she appreciated. He had been on the bench for nineteen years and had seen things that were harder to manage than this. He would give her the fifteen minutes. She knew he would give her the fifteen minutes because she knew this court and this judge and she had appeared before him eleven times in twelve years. She knew everything about this room. She had been competent in this room since before Robert Finch knew his marriage was in trouble.

In the corridor, Suki was there within ninety seconds. Miriam did not ask how; Suki had the phone number of the bailiff on three floors of this courthouse, which was information she had gathered through what appeared to be pure relational warmth and which was actually a kind of professional intelligence Miriam had spent years pretending she didn't admire.

"Sit," Suki said, not urgently, guiding her to a bench near the window.

"I'm fine."

"You sat down in the middle of a cross."

"I needed a moment."

"Miriam."

"I said I'm fine." She said it flatly, the way she said things when she was least certain of them. Suki sat beside her without argument and handed her a water bottle from somewhere. The bottle was cold. Miriam held it in both hands.

The corridor was not empty. A paralegal from another firm walked past and did not slow down, which Miriam noted with something she decided was relief. A clerk, heading the other way, glanced at her once and looked away. The window at the end of the hall looked out over Centre Street and the specific midday gray of a city that went on regardless.

"Robert is going to need to be managed," Miriam said.

"Robert is fine. He's sitting with the associate."

"He'll have questions about the timeline. Tell Nguyen to reassure him on the schedule, that the recess doesn't affect—"

"Miriam." Suki's voice was the same. Even. Precisely calibrated. "When did you last eat?"

"This morning."

"When this morning?"

A pause. Miriam reviewed the morning. The coffee ritual, which she had completed. The shower, exactly four minutes. The email she had answered on the car ride over. She had planned to eat at the lunch break, which had not occurred because she had been reviewing the Reitner valuation methodology, which was flawed in the third assumption and she had needed to verify—

"I had coffee," she said.

Suki was quiet for a moment. Then she reached into her bag and produced, with the equanimity of someone prepared for most contingencies, a protein bar. She held it out without comment.

Miriam took it. She ate it looking at the window. It tasted like chalk and commercial optimism and she ate the whole thing.

"The recess is fifteen minutes," she said.

"I know."

"I can finish the cross. The methodology question is the pivot, if I can get Reitner to—"

"Miriam." Suki said it the way she said her name when she had something to say that Miriam was not going to be able to argue with, not because Suki was inarguable but because she was, on these specific occasions, correct. "You've been running on empty for six weeks. Longer, maybe. This is your body telling you something your brain has decided it doesn't have time to hear."

"That's not a clinical observation."

"No. It's a human one." Suki looked at her, not unkindly. "You've been running the same case for twenty years, Miriam. Maybe it's time to let someone else argue it."

Miriam looked at her.

She didn't know what Suki meant. She understood each word individually and could not locate the sentence's center of gravity. It felt like the kind of thing that was meant to mean something large and that she did not currently have the bandwidth to find, which was itself an unusual experience, because she always had the bandwidth.

"I'm going back in," she said.

She went back in. She finished the cross-examination. The methodology question landed the way she intended it to land, and Reitner's credibility took the damage she had planned for it to take, and by the time they broke for the day she had done what she came to do.

In the elevator down, she became aware of a sound that was not the elevator. It was coming from the back of the gallery. Someone had been filming.

By the time she reached the lobby, the clip was already on Twitter.

The metadata would later show it was forty-seven seconds long. In the clip, you could see the mid-sentence stop clearly, the sitting down, the eleven seconds of looking at the middle distance. The user who posted it had captioned it: something wrong with the ice queen? with a grimace emoji. By the time Miriam's car arrived, it had been retweeted two hundred times.

She looked at her phone once. She put it face-down on the seat. She looked out the window at the city she had been winning in for twenty years and noted, with the diagnostic part of her brain that was still running, that she felt nothing in particular about any of it, which was its own data point.

By morning it had 400,000 views.

The managing partner's name was Franklin Rao, and he had been at the firm for thirty-one years, and he was the kind of man who framed difficult conversations as collaborative opportunities, which was a skill Miriam had always respected professionally and found, in this specific instance, almost completely unbearable.

"I want to be clear," Franklin said, "that this is not a performance concern."

"I know," Miriam said.

"Your record speaks for itself. The Finch matter is in excellent shape, you completed the cross successfully, Delaney has already signaled she's open to a settlement conference. None of that is—"

"Franklin." She was sitting across from him in his corner office on the 44th floor, in one of the two chairs that faced his desk. She had sat in this chair many times. She sat in it now with the same posture she always maintained in opposing counsel's offices, which was to say completely upright, knees together, eyes level. "I understand what the conversation is."

He looked at her with the expression of a man who was relieved to be dealing with someone who understood what the conversation was. "We're thinking a leave of absence. Voluntary, fully paid, framed as a scheduled sabbatical. No one in this building knows what happened on the clip except what they can see, and what they can see is forty-seven seconds in a twenty-year career."

"Forty-seven seconds," she said. She didn't know why she corrected this.

"We'd be thinking six to eight weeks. You'd maintain access to your files. Suki would stay on. Nguyen can cover the active matters with oversight from Claire in the interim."

Miriam looked at the window behind Franklin's head. The window looked west. It was a good view. She had always thought it was a better view than hers, which looked east, but she had never said so because it was not information that served any professional purpose.

"Six weeks," she said.

"Or eight. The point isn't the number, Miriam. The point is that you take the time."

"To do what."

Franklin seemed prepared for this question and also, underneath his preparation, slightly unsettled by it. "Whatever it is that people do. To rest."

She looked at him. He was 58 and had a lake house in Vermont and two adult children and a wife who was a cardiologist and a life that extended, visibly and substantially, beyond this office. She could see it in the way he said "rest"—the word had texture for him. It had somewhere to land.

She said she would think about it, which they both understood to mean she would do it.

Her phone rang as she was leaving the building. She looked at the screen. Theo.

She picked up on the third ring, which was a microsecond before it would have gone to voicemail.

"Hey," Theo said.

"I was going to call you."

"Sure you were." His voice was warm, in the way that things he said to her that were true came in warm packaging. She had never decided whether this was a kindness or a strategy. "I saw it this morning."

"It's forty-seven seconds."

"I know. I watched it six times."

She stopped walking. She was on the sidewalk in front of the building, people moving past her in both directions, the city doing the thing it did where it accommodated every crisis without pausing on anyone's behalf. She stood still.

"I'm fine," she said.

"Miriam."

"Theo. I am fine." She said this with more precision than she'd intended, which was the tell she knew she had and still couldn't stop. "It was a long week. I hadn't eaten. I've resolved the matter."

He was quiet for a moment. She could hear, faintly, the sound of his apartment in Philadelphia—something on low volume in the background, the particular acoustics of a space that contained more than one person's life. His partner, Dae-jung, was probably in the kitchen. He had a daughter who was three and who Miriam had visited exactly twice, which was a fact she did not examine closely.

"I cried," Theo said.

She did not know what to do with this.

"When I watched it," he said. "I cried a little. You don't have to say anything about that. I just wanted you to know that someone who loves you saw that and cried."

She was looking at the side of a building. Brown brick, pre-war, a water tower on the roof in the way of every pre-war building in midtown. It was possible that she was not going to be able to speak for a moment, which was a new experience and one she did not have a procedure for.

"The estate," she said.

"What?"

"You mentioned it last month. Aunt Chun-ja's property in the Hudson Valley. It's been sitting empty."

A pause on his end. She could hear him recalibrating. He was good at recalibrating; he had learned it in the same school she had, though he had come away from it differently. "Yeah. Yeah, it's been sitting since she passed. Almost two years now."

"It was left to me."

"I know."

"I haven't done anything with it."

"I know, Miriam."

She picked a fixed point on the building across the street and looked at it. The skill she had developed at 17 and never stopped using: pick a point, hold it, breathe, speak from the part of you that is not currently on fire.

"I need to go somewhere," she said. "Not to rest. I don't know how to rest. To have a problem that isn't—" She stopped. She did not know how to finish this sentence. She was a person who finished sentences. "To have a different problem," she said.

Theo was quiet for a moment. Then, in the voice he used when he was going to let her lead even though he knew exactly what he thought: "What does the estate need?"

"I don't know yet. I haven't been up."

"It's been two years."

"I know it's been two years."

"So maybe go find out what it needs."

She exhaled. The city moved around her. A taxi leaned on its horn two blocks north. A woman in a yellow coat walked past at speed, talking into her phone, looking entirely untroubled by the fact that everything around her was also moving.

"I'll call you when I get there," Miriam said.

"You don't have to call me," he said. "I'm not grading you."

She hung up. She stood on the sidewalk for ten seconds exactly. Then she put her phone in her pocket and hailed a cab and went back to her apartment to begin making a list.

She was very good at lists. They were the architecture of a life she knew how to run.

She did not know yet that the list she was about to make was not the kind of problem she thought she was solving.
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​Chapter Three - The Estate She Never Wanted
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She drove up on a Tuesday.

This was deliberate. Weekdays were for productive things, and whatever this was, she was going to make it productive. She had googled the drive: two hours and fifteen minutes from her building on the Upper East Side, assuming she left by 9am and avoided the Tappan Zee cluster, which she did, leaving at 8:47 in a rental car she had reserved the night before because she had not owned a car in eleven years and saw no reason to start now. She brought coffee in a travel mug, the correct kind of coffee made the correct way, and a legal pad, and her laptop, and the folder of documentation Suki had assembled for her: title deed, property survey, the last inspection report from two years ago when the estate had first come to her by default, the unpaid tax notices she had been handling through a property management service without ever having visited.

She had not visited.

This she acknowledged to herself, briefly and without sentimentality, somewhere around Yonkers. Her aunt had died twenty-two months ago and had left Miriam the property—"because you're the one who actually handles things," Chun-ja had apparently told Theo, which was meant as a compliment and which Miriam had received as a weight—and Miriam had handled it the way she handled everything she didn't have time for, which was to find someone else to manage the minimum necessary details while she handled the things that mattered more. She had paid the taxes. She had insured the property. She had not been to the property.

She had also not sold it, which was information she had not examined too closely.

The valley opened up past Beacon the way it always apparently did for people who drove up here, though she had no personal reference point for this and was drawing on descriptions she had read in the materials. The Hudson was visible to the left at intervals, wide and improbably silver in the July morning light. The road narrowed. Trees accumulated. She passed a farm stand, a winery sign, a garden center that appeared to be housed in what had once been a barn, which she noted as a local zoning curiosity and then noted that she was notating local zoning curiosities, which was perhaps an indication that she needed the six weeks more than she had thought.

The property was marked by a gate that was still standing and a driveway that was in worse shape than the inspection report had suggested. The inspection report had been written two years ago, and two years of nobody doing anything to anything had produced, in the interim, a progression. She drove slowly up the quarter-mile driveway and noted the standing water in the ruts and the branch debris across the west side and the section where the gravel had migrated into the grass in a way that suggested it had given up. She parked in front of the house.

She got out. She stood on the drive and looked at it.

The house was Federal-style, which she had known from the documentation, built in 1847, which she had also known, on eleven acres, which she had definitely known, and it was in a state that the inspection report had described as "requiring significant attention" in the way that inspection reports described things requiring significant attention, which was to say with the professional neutrality of someone who had been paid not to editorialize. What the inspection report had not fully conveyed, and what she now understood would have been difficult to convey in language, was the particular combination of grandeur and deterioration that the house achieved simply by standing there.

The bones were extraordinary. She could see that immediately, which surprised her because she had not expected to have an aesthetic response to a building she was here to assess practically. The proportions were right in the way that proportions in 19th-century construction often were, when people built for the long term because they were investing in permanence rather than resale value. The columns of the front porch were intact, though one had developed a lean that would need to be addressed. The roofline was still clean. The windows—twelve-over-twelve sash, original from what she could tell—were intact except for two on the east wing that had been boarded from the outside, which she put first on the list she had already begun constructing in her head.

The list, by the time she reached the front door, had seven items.

By the time she got inside it had twenty-two.

The interior had not been occupied in two years and it looked like it. The smell was the smell of closed spaces: dust, old wood, the particular compound note of a house that had been breathing its own air for too long. The floors in the entry hall were wide-plank pine and they were good, still solid underfoot, though they were going to need stripping and refinishing at minimum. The plaster walls showed cracking in the corners of most rooms, water staining in at least four places she could count from the hall, and a section of ceiling in what appeared to be the dining room that had come down entirely, leaving exposed lath and a hole into the floor above. The kitchen was, as she had been warned by the inspection report, in what she now privately categorized as "aggressively nonfunctional" condition: the appliances dated from a period she estimated as mid-1970s, the cabinetry had suffered from water infiltration, and there was a section of subflooring near the sink that she did not step on because it looked like a test she was not prepared to take.

She went room to room with her legal pad. She took photographs. She wrote things down in the ordered, structured way she wrote everything down, trying to build a taxonomy of the damage: urgent versus deferred, structural versus cosmetic, things that were actually broken versus things that were simply wrong. The house resisted taxonomy. The damage was not organized. Things that looked cosmetic turned out to be structural and things that looked structural were, on closer inspection, just old and tired rather than compromised. The house was full of problems that refused to sort neatly, which was the kind of thing that happened when you hadn't been paying attention to something for twenty years and then had to assess it all at once.

She found herself, in one of the upstairs bedrooms, standing at a window and looking out at the land. Eleven acres rolled south and east, most of it unmaintained in the way that land becomes unmaintained: first the lawn loses its edge, then the edge becomes a meadow, then the meadow has ideas about where it wants to go. There was a walled kitchen garden that had been allowed to go feral, the espaliered fruit trees on the south wall now wild and reaching. There was a stand of old maples along the east fence that were in good health. And there was a view, south toward the river, that was simply—she stood at the window—unreasonably good. The kind of view that made you understand why someone had built something here in the first place.

She looked at it for twenty-two seconds. Then she went back to the list.

By early afternoon she had four pages. She was sitting on the front porch steps, which were solid, with her legal pad and the folder of documentation, and she was cross-referencing the inspection report with her own notes and categorizing contractors by specialty, when she realized she needed to begin making calls. She pulled up her phone and searched contractors in Hudson Valley, which produced a list of sixty-seven results, which she immediately began filtering by reviews, insurance verification, and availability.

The first contractor she called did not pick up.

The second picked up, heard what she was describing, said they were booked through fall, and hung up.

The third said they didn't work on properties that old.

The fourth said they worked on properties that old but had a six-month lead time.

The fifth asked how many square feet, and when she told him, quoted her a preliminary number that she wrote down and did not respond to emotionally, because she was not a person who responded emotionally to numbers, and then said he was actually booked through spring.

The sixth didn't call back.

The seventh picked up, listened, and said, with the candor of someone who had decided his time was valuable enough to be honest with it: "Look, if it's the estate up on Quarry Hill Road, I've heard about it. Nobody local is going to touch that job. The scope's too big and the structure's too unknown. You need somebody who works on old houses specifically and who's not afraid of a surprise."

"Who would that be," Miriam said.

A pause. "There's a contractor named Navarro. Roz Navarro. She works alone mostly, small crew. She takes on projects nobody else will. Her work is good." Another pause. "She's not easy to work with."

"What does that mean?"

"It means she does things her way. Timeline, process, all of it. She doesn't manage expectations the way a bigger firm would."

"But the work is good."

"The work," he said, with the particular emphasis of someone paying a compliment they've decided to tell the truth about, "is exceptional."

Miriam wrote the name down.

She sat on the porch steps in the late afternoon and looked at the list: four pages of everything wrong with this house. The shadows had moved while she was working. The light on the south lawn was doing the thing that light does in the Hudson Valley in July, which is to become slow and particular and gold in a way that has no direct urban equivalent. A bird she couldn't identify called from the maple stand.

She was aware that this was, by any standard measure, a beautiful place. She was also aware that it was a wreck. These two things coexisted in the way of a lot of things she had come across in twenty years of work: simultaneously true, mutually unresolvable, requiring decisions that accounted for both.

She called the number she'd found online for Roz Navarro. It went to voicemail. The voicemail said: "You've reached Navarro Contracting. Leave a message with the property address and what you're working with. I'll call you back." The voice was low and unhurried, with the calm of someone who had decided voicemail was a filter rather than an inconvenience.

Miriam left a detailed message. She gave the address, the square footage, the year of original construction, the primary areas of concern. She was specific about timeline needs and asked for a call back at Navarro's earliest convenience. She described the property, with the precision of her notes, as requiring significant renovation across multiple systems. She did not say what the seventh contractor had said, which was that nobody local would touch it, because she did not see what purpose that served in a voicemail.

She hung up and looked at the house again in the late light.

It was possible, she thought, that she had spoken to people today who were telling her the truth. That this was genuinely a difficult and uncertain project of a scale most contractors would avoid. That the woman she had just left a voicemail for was the only realistic option.

She thought about the seven contractors. She thought about the four-page list. She thought about what the first contractor in the valley had said, which was that the bones were the thing, that a house with good bones could be brought back.

She stayed the night. She hadn't planned to. She had assumed she would drive back, sleep in her apartment, return to civilization and the problems she already knew how to manage. But it was seven
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