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DISCLAIMER

This  is  a work of fiction. 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 

persons,  living  or  dead,  or  actual  events  is  purely  coincidental.  Morrison  Capital  is  a  fictional 

company. All Chicago and Lake Geneva locations are used fictitiously.

This novel contains mature romantic themes intended for readers aged 18 and over.
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For the ones who came back.

And for the ones who finally stayed.
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“I’m not offering you an arrangement. I’m offering you me. All the specific, 

inconvenient, not-always-right-the-first-time me.”

— Jax Morrison
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PROLOGUE

The Terrace

Jax — Chicago, Illinois. Ten years ago.

The gala was exactly as bad as he'd known it would be. 

The University of Chicago Booth School of Business Annual Fundraising Gala was held every  November  in  the  Gleacher  Center's  fourth-floor  event  space,  with  the  kind  of institutional  efficiency  that  managed  to  be  both  beautifully  appointed  and  completely soulless.  Jax  had  attended  three  times:  once  at  sixteen  when  his  grandfather Walter had brought  him  as  an  object  lesson  in  what  a  Morrison  owed  to  the  institutions  that  had educated  them,  once  at  nineteen  when  he  was  technically  a  Booth  student  and  had therefore  been  technically  required  to  appear,  and  now  at  twenty-two,  the  year  of  his graduation, because the Dean's office had sent an invitation to Walter's address and Walter had forwarded it with a handwritten note that said: Go. It won't kill you. It might even be useful. 

It  was  not  useful.  It  was  300  people  in  black  tie performing the social obligations of wealth  in  a  space  that  smelled  of  catered  salmon  and  the  particular ambitious anxiety of people  who  were  one  career  step  away  from  the  life  they'd  planned  for.  Jax  had  spent forty-five  minutes  doing  what  the  event  required  —  shaking  hands,  accepting congratulations  on  his  impending  graduation,  nodding  through  conversations  about  his grandfather's  portfolio  and the Morrison Capital succession timeline that everyone in this room had an opinion about — and then he had located the terrace door and gone through it. 

The  terrace  faced  north.  The  Chicago  skyline  was  doing  what  it  did  in  November, which  was  to  be  completely  indifferent  to  the  humans  below  it  and  entirely  magnificent regardless. The air was cold enough to be clarifying — the specific quality of Lake Michigan cold  that  arrived  in  November  and  stayed  until  April  and  that  Jax  had  spent three years actively  choosing  not  to  miss  while  he  was  studying  in  London.  He  missed  it  now.  He missed most things about Chicago in the abstract, which was different from missing them 
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He was the only person on the terrace. 

He lasted eleven minutes before the door opened. 

* * *

She  came  through  the  way  people  came through doors when they thought no one was on the  other  side:  efficiently, without performance, already moving toward the railing before she registered that the terrace was occupied. 

She stopped. 

He was leaning against the far wall with his jacket open and his hands in his pockets, which  was  the  posture  he  used  when  he  had  decided  to  be  somewhere  for  a  while.  She assessed  this  in  approximately  one  second — he could see the assessment happening, the rapid,  accurate  reading  of  a  person  taking  in  a  situation  —  and  then  she  said: 'Sorry. I'll find somewhere else.' 

He said: 'You don't have to.' 

She looked at him. 

He  had  seen  attractive women at this gala and at the previous two galas and at every event  his grandfather's social calendar had produced for twenty-two years. He had not, at any  of  them,  had  the  specific  experience  of  looking  at  someone  and  thinking,  before  he knew anything about them: this is a person I am going to want to know. 

He thought it now. 

She was in a dress that was clearly good but not new — the particular careful quality of someone  who  had  one  formal  option  and  had  maintained  it  well.  Her hair was up in the way  people  put  their  hair  up  when  they  needed  it  out  of  the  way  rather  than  when  they wanted  it  to  look  a  specific  thing.  She  had the focused, alert quality of someone who was 
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He said: 'The salmon was bad.' 

She said: 'The salmon was fine. The conversation was bad.' 

'What was wrong with the conversation?' 

She  turned  slightly  to  look  at  him.  'Everyone  in  there  is  performing  a  version  of themselves  that's  optimized  for  the  audience.  Including  me,  until  about  five minutes ago when  I  couldn't  sustain  it  anymore.'  She  looked  back  at  the  skyline.  'I  needed  air  that wasn't inside someone else's ambition.' 

He looked at her. 

He said: 'Jax Morrison.' 

She said: 'I know who you are.' 

'And?' 

She was quiet for a moment. Then she said: 'Riley Banks. I don't have a trust fund or a family  connection  or  a  legacy  admission.  I  have  a  full  merit  scholarship  and  a  4.0  and approximately fourteen minutes before my study group is going to start wondering where I am.' She paused. 'And you?' 

He said: 'I have a grandfather who sent me here to be useful and forty-five minutes of proof that usefulness at these things is a myth.' 

'Forty-five minutes,' she said. 'I lasted thirty before I needed the terrace.' 

'I have a lower threshold than I look like I have,' he said. 

She  turned  to  look  at  him  fully  then,  with  the  direct  attention  of  someone  who  was deciding whether to continue a conversation or end it. He held the look without filling it. 

She said: 'That's a surprisingly honest thing to say.' 
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He said: 'I try to save the performance for places it's required.' 

The corner of her mouth moved. Not quite a smile. The beginning of one. 

She stayed. 

* * *

They talked for two hours. 

Not  continuously  —  there  were  pauses,  the  natural  pauses  of  two  people  who  were genuinely  listening  to  each  other  rather  than  waiting  for  their  turn.  She  told  him  about Evanston,  about  her  parents  —  the  teacher  and  the  librarian,  delivered  with  the  specific pride  of  someone  who  had  never  been  embarrassed  by  the modest and the real. She told him about the scholarship application, the way it had felt like reaching for something so far above  her  that  reaching  itself  was  a  kind  of  statement.  She  told  him  about  her plan: law school,  corporate  litigation,  the  specific  ambition  of  someone  who  had  decided  that  the best way to operate in a world built for people with money was to understand the law that was supposed to govern it. 

He  told  her  things  he didn't usually tell people. He told her about London, about the three  years  of feeling like he was studying the architecture of something he was supposed to  want  and  didn't  quite.  He  told  her  about  the  Southeast Asia idea — two companies he wanted to build, a logistics operation and a small technology firm, both in markets that the Morrison  Capital  network  hadn't  touched  —  and  watched  her  listen  with  the  focused intelligence  of  someone  who  was  interested  in  the  problem  rather  than  in  the  Morrison Capital name attached to it. 

She  asked  good  questions.  Not  the  questions  people  usually  asked  him,  which  were variations on: what's it like to have all that, and: what are you going to do with all that. She asked:  what's  the  actual  problem  you're  trying  to solve. She asked: what does the market look like from inside rather than from the outside. She asked: what do you lose if you don't go. 

 

— 10 —

He  said:  'About  three  years  of  knowing  whether  I'm  actually  capable  of  building something without the name behind me.' 

She said: 'Is that important to you?' 

He thought about this. He said: 'It's the only thing I haven't been sure of.' 

She looked at him for a long moment. Then she said: 'Go.' 

He looked at her. 

She said: 'Go to Southeast Asia. Build the things. You already know the name isn't the thing  that  matters  to  you  or you wouldn't be asking the question. The question is its own answer.' 

He  had  been  thinking  about  Southeast  Asia  for  eight  months.  He  had  not  made  the decision. He did not make it now, on a terrace in November, based on a twenty-two-minute conversation with a woman he had met fourteen minutes ago, because he was not the kind of person who made major life decisions impulsively. 

He made it six weeks later. 

But he thought about her answer for all six of those weeks. 

* * *

The clock on his phone said 11:58 when she finally said: 'I should go back in.' 

He said: 'Your study group.' 

'Gave  up  on  me  about  ninety  minutes  ago,  I  imagine.  But  I  should  still  go  in.'  She didn't move. She looked at the city for another moment — the specific, particular city that had  been  the  backdrop  for  the  whole conversation, its lights doing what November lights did  in  Chicago,  which  was  to make everything look like it was worth having. 'This was —' She stopped. 

He said: 'Yes.' 
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She turned to look at him and the clock on his phone ticked to midnight and he did the thing he had not planned and would not have been able to explain if asked and that felt, in the moment of doing it, like the most honest thing he had done in twenty-two years: 

He kissed her. 

Not  impulsively  —  or  not  only  impulsively.  With the specific intention of a man who has decided, in the space between one second and the next, that the truest response to the situation  he  is  in  is  not  to  perform  anything  but  to  say  the  thing  he  is  feeling  in  the language that is most accurate. 

She kissed him back. 

The  city  was  outside  and  the  gala  was  inside  and  the  terrace  was  the space between them  and  it  lasted  ten seconds and it was the most complete thing he had experienced in twenty-two  years  of  living  in  a  family  that  had  given  him  everything  except  the  specific thing this was. 

He stepped back. 

She looked at him. 

Neither of them said anything. 

She went inside. 

He stood on the terrace for a long time. 

* * *

He called her the next day. 

He  had  gotten  her  number  from  the  Booth  School's  student  directory  —  he  had  a log-in  from  his  student  years  that  was  technically  still  active and that he used for exactly this,  which  was  not  a  use  the  directory's  administrators  had  anticipated but also not one they  had  specifically  prohibited.  She  answered  on  the  third  ring.  He  said:  'It's  Jax.'  She said: 'I know.' He said: 'I'd like to take you to dinner.' She said: 'Yes.' 
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It was the easiest yes he had ever received and the one he thought about most for the next ten years. 

He was choosing the restaurant when his grandmother called. 

Eleanor  Morrison  was  sixty-eight  years  old  and  had  been  the organizing intelligence behind  the  Morrison  family's  social  architecture  for  four  decades.  She was not unkind in the ordinary run of things — she loved Jax in the specific, demanding way of a woman who believed  that  love  was  best  expressed  through  expectation  —  and  she  was  not  cruel.  She was,  in  the  way  of  certain  kinds  of  powerful women, entirely certain that she understood what was good for the people around her. 

She said: 'I understand you met a young woman at the Booth gala last night.' 

He said: 'How do you know that?' 

She said: 'Jax. Don't be naive.' A pause that was not unkind but was absolute. 'I'd like you to come for tea this afternoon.' 

He went. 

Eleanor's  study  was  in  the  Gold  Coast  house,  the  one  his  grandfather  had bought in 1974  and  that  his  grandmother  had  made into the family's social headquarters: the room where  invitations  were  decided  and  alliances  formed  and,  he  understood  as  a  child  and understood more precisely now, family matters were managed. 

She poured the tea. 

She  said:  'Riley  Banks. Full merit scholarship, Evanston background, applying to law school  next  fall.  Smart  girl  —  very  smart,  from  what  I  understand.  No  connections.  No family  standing.  Her  entire  future  depends  on  institutional  support  and  the  professional reputation she's building.' 

He looked at his grandmother. 

She said: 'I want you to understand what's at stake for her specifically, so that you can appreciate what I'm about to say.' She set down the teapot. 'If you pursue this, Jax, we will 

 

— 13 — be  placed  in  a  position  where  we  have to protect the family's reputation. That means our friends  on  the  University's  Board  will  be  asked  certain  questions  about  the  scholarship's terms.  That  means  the  firms  where  she's  interviewing  will  receive  certain  information about  the  nature  of  her  relationship  with  you.  That  means  the  path  she's  built  —  the specific,  carefully  constructed  path  of  a  young  woman  who  has  worked  very  hard  for everything she has — becomes considerably more difficult.' 

He said: 'You're threatening her.' 

'I'm describing consequences,' Eleanor said. 'There is a difference.' 

He  looked  at  his  grandmother  —  this  woman  he  had  known  his  entire  life, who had brought  him  books  when  he  was  sick  and  attended  every  school  performance  and  who loved him, genuinely loved him, and who was sitting across from him with a cup of tea and a calm expression and the absolute certainty that she was doing the right thing for the right reasons. 

He said: 'And if I don't pursue it?' 

Eleanor said: 'Then her path remains clear. Her future is her own. We have no reason to involve ourselves.' 

He sat with the tea. 

He ran the calculation. 

He was twenty-two years old. He had the Morrison name and the Morrison money and the  Morrison  network  and  none  of  the  power  that  any  of  those  things  would  eventually translate into, because the power was downstream of decisions he hadn't made yet. He had no  leverage.  He had no mechanism to protect Riley from Eleanor's connections. He could call Eleanor's bluff — except it wasn't a bluff, and he knew it wasn't a bluff, because Eleanor Morrison had never made a threat she wasn't prepared to execute. 

He  thought  about  the  terrace.  He  thought  about:  go  to  Southeast  Asia,  you  already know the name isn't the thing that matters, the question is its own answer. 

He thought about the way she had said yes to dinner like it was easy. 
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He said: 'I won't pursue it.' 

Eleanor said: 'I knew you'd understand.' 

He drove home. 

He sat in his car in the parking structure for twenty minutes. 

He texted Riley: I can't do this. I'm sorry. 

He watched the three dots appear. Disappear. Appear again. Then nothing. 

He put the phone away. 

He booked a flight to Bangkok six weeks later. 

He did not look back. 

He looked back every day for ten years, which was a different thing. 

* * *

The  things  he  built  in  Southeast  Asia  were  real.  The  logistics  operation  ran  profitably within  eighteen  months.  The technology firm took three years and then ran profitably for the following seven. He came back to Chicago at twenty-five with enough money of his own to  negotiate  with  Walter  from  a  position  of  genuine













































