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CHAPTER ONEThe Man Who Bought My Ruin

The worst thing about Rhys Devereaux is that he's even better looking in person.

I want that on the record before anything else happens. Before the contract, before the storm, before I do something so stupid that my mother would have to sit down. I had spent six weeks hating a photograph. I had hated it in the shower and in traffic and at three in the morning with a laptop balanced on my knees, hated the square jaw and the unbothered mouth and the charcoal suit in the press release that announced, with the breezy cruelty of a man who has never had to repair anything, that the historic Devereaux Hotel would be "reimagined for a new generation of guest." I had printed that sentence out. I had underlined reimagined four times and put a hole through the paper.

And then I walked into the Devereaux's ballroom on a gray Tuesday in May, carrying a paper cup of terrible coffee and a grudge I had been feeding like a pet, and there he was at the front of the room, and the photograph had lied. It had left out the way he stood. It had left out the stillness. He had one hand in his pocket and the other resting loose at his side, and he was talking in a voice so low and unhurried that forty-one people had stopped breathing to hear it.

Of course, I thought. Of course the man who wanted to gut a hundred-year-old masterpiece would look like the reason people invented sin.

I stood at the very back, beside a tall window, where I could see everything and be seen by as few people as possible. The ballroom was the kind of room you feel before you see. Even ruined, it had a presence. The parquet floor was cloudy with decades of wax and neglect, but the herringbone still ran true from wall to wall. Gilt plasterwork climbed the columns and lost itself in the dark above. And over everything, forty feet up, hung the dome: a thousand panes of leaded glass in blues and golds and one long, startling river of green, black with grime along the western curve where the rain had been getting in for years.

It was the most beautiful thing I had ever been invited to hate someone for destroying.

"What we're talking about here," Rhys Devereaux was saying, "is activation. Taking a property with extraordinary bones and a very tired story, and giving it a guest journey that justifies its footprint. Monetizing legacy, if you like. Making history pay its own rent."

Every word was a small cut in something I loved.

His suit was charcoal. His jaw was a crime. His voice never rose, because it never had to; the room leaned in to meet it. He moved a little as he spoke, a half-step to the left, a turn of the shoulder, and I understood that he was good at this the way some men are good at chess, without appearing to try. Behind him a projection screen showed a rendering of what the Devereaux would become: glass and steel and soft white light, and where the dome should have been, a flat panel of nothing.

I set my coffee down on the windowsill. It was a deep sill, hand-carved in 1924 by a man whose name nobody had bothered to write down, with a border of acanthus leaves so fine you could have counted the veins. I put a paper cup on it. I felt the small wrongness of that, and then I stopped feeling it, because Rhys Devereaux said, "Questions?" and looked out across the room with the faint, patient smile of a man who has already answered them all.

I have never been good at raising my hand.

"Who signed off on removing the ceiling?" I said.

I said it clearly, and loudly, and into a silence so complete that I heard the building tick. Forty-one heads turned. One didn't. He had known exactly where I was standing since the moment I walked in. I could tell, because when I spoke, the corner of his mouth moved, just slightly, like a man who had been waiting for a bell to ring.

"Ms. Brooks," Rhys said.

"You know my name."

"You wrote eleven pages about my ballroom." He finally turned, and the full weight of his attention landed on me like a hand at the small of my back. His eyes were the gray of a sky that hasn't decided yet. "I read all of them. Twice."

Somebody near the front coughed. Somebody else shifted a chair.

"Then you know the ceiling is the building," I said. My heart was going like a hammer, and my voice came out steadier than I had any right to. "It's a stained-glass dome. It is the only one of its kind on this coast, and your plan puts a conference light fixture where it's hung for a century."

"My plan puts a skylight," he said, "where there is a water-stained ceiling that has been failing for thirty years."

"A failing ceiling can be restored."

"At what cost?"

"At whatever it costs to not be the man who destroyed it."

The room went very quiet. A woman in the second row put her hand over her mouth. Above us, a hundred years of glass held the afternoon light and didn't know it was on trial.

Rhys looked at me for a long moment. Then he did something I did not expect, something I would think about in the shower and in bed and in the dark for weeks afterward.

He smiled.

It was not the smile of a man who had been bested. It was the smile of a man who had just found the one thing in a very large room that he wanted.

"Everyone," he said, without looking away from me, "give us the room."

* * *

They left in a murmur of loafers and phones. Nobody looked at me. Two of the men in suits gave me the kind of glance you give a stain. I stayed exactly where I was, because walking out would have felt like losing, and because my knees had decided, at some point in the last ninety seconds, to stop cooperating.

When the doors closed, the ballroom opened around us, all that gilt and dust and ruined grandeur. He walked toward me down the length of the old parquet. He didn't hurry. Men like him never hurry. The floor creaked under his shoes, and every step landed somewhere low in my stomach.

He stopped closer than he needed to.

"You've been trying to stop this project for six weeks," he said. "Letters to the preservation board. Three op-eds. A petition with four thousand signatures." He tilted his head. "A very stern email to my assistant that used the word vandal."

"It was accurate."

"It was personal." His voice dropped. "I don't mind personal."

"I'm not here to flirt with you, Mr. Devereaux."

"No," he agreed. "You're here to fight with me. I find I like that better." He took a folded paper from his inside pocket and held it out. "Read it."

I didn't take it. "What is it?"

"An offer. The restoration is yours."

I laughed. It came out wrong, too sharp, like a crack running through glass. "I'm sorry. What?"

"The dome, the ballroom, the facade, all of it." His eyes did not leave mine. "You'll lead it. Full authority on every historic element. I'll fund it without cutting a corner. And you'll do it here, in the building, for ninety days, because the board gives me one window to bring this hotel into compliance or lose it, and I don't have time to wait on you from the far side of a city."

"This is a trick."

"It's a bargain." He stepped closer, and I could smell him, cedar and rain and something warm underneath that I had no business noticing. "You hate what I'm going to do. So do it better. Prove me wrong with a ceiling."

My pulse was loud in my ears. I should have said no. Every sensible part of me, the part that had kept me out of trouble for twenty-nine years, was waving both arms.

I thought of the green river in the glass, black with soot. I thought of the rendering behind him, the flat panel of nothing. I thought: if I say no, someone else gets the job, and someone else will do what he tells them.

"What's the catch?" I said.

"One condition." His gaze dropped, briefly, to my mouth, and came back up, and I felt it in my knees again. "You live on-site. The east wing. The suites are finished. I'll be in the one at the end of the corridor, because I'll be here too, every day, watching every decision you make."

"You want to watch me work."

"I want," said Rhys Devereaux, very softly, "to see whether you're as good as you think you are."

Say no, I told myself. Say no, say no, say

"I want it in writing," I said. "Full authority. The dome is untouchable."

The smile again. Slow, devastating, utterly unfair. "Ms. Brooks, I'd have it no other way."

He put the pen in my hand. His fingers brushed mine, and it was nothing, a half-second of skin against skin, but it went through me like current through wire. I saw him feel it too. A flicker in his jaw. A breath that didn't quite finish.

I signed.

The pen scratched. The ballroom held its breath. And somewhere above us, the old glass caught the last of the afternoon and threw a long stripe of color across the floor, across his shoes and mine, across the narrow, impossible distance between us.

"Ninety days," he said.

"Ninety days," I said, and meant it as a threat.

He heard it as something else. I watched him hear it.

* * *

The storm rolled in at six.

I had driven home to pack, because apparently I was now a woman who lived in a hotel with her enemy. My apartment was forty minutes inland, a third-floor walk-up with a good window and a retired greyhound named Miss Havisham who watched me fill two suitcases with the offended stillness of a dog who has been told there will be no walk. I left her with my neighbor and a bag of the expensive kibble. I texted Tess: I have done something insane. She wrote back inside a minute: Is he hot. I wrote: That is not the point. She wrote: So yes.

I came back at dusk with the suitcases and a drafting tube and a stomach full of regret. The sky over the water had gone the color of a bruise. The wind took the car door out of my hand. By the time I got the bags up the front steps, rain was coming in sideways, and the power in the whole east wing flickered twice and died.

The lobby was dark. Candles stood on the front desk, where someone had thought ahead, and in the weak gold of them, he was waiting.

Sleeves rolled to the elbow. Tie gone. A glass of something amber in one hand, and the look of a man who had been standing there a while and didn't mind admitting it.

"You came back," Rhys said.

"I signed a contract."

"People break contracts." The candle moved on his face. "I half expected you wouldn't."

"And you waited anyway."

"I waited anyway."

Thunder walked across the roof. I was soaked to the skin, my hair plastered to my neck, my white shirt gone transparent in a way I did not look down to confirm, and for the first time since I'd met him, he wasn't looking at my eyes.

His gaze went slowly down. Slowly back up. When it reached my face again, his pupils were wide, and I thought: oh. Oh, no.

"There's a towel upstairs," he said. His voice had gone rough. "Your room's the second door. I put you next to mine."

"Why?"

"So I'd hear you," he said, "if you needed anything."

The generator caught somewhere below us. The lights stuttered, then steadied. The spell didn't break. It only changed shape, the way a storm does when it moves overhead and settles in.

I should have gone upstairs. I should have said goodnight like a reasonable woman, a professional, a person with a ceiling to save.

Instead I stood in that gold light, dripping on a hundred-year-old floor, and heard myself say the dumbest, truest thing I'd said in years.

"I don't like you."

"I know." He set the glass down on the desk. It made a small, final sound. "I don't like you either."

Then neither of us moved.

Not for one breath. Not for two. The rain hammered the windows as if it wanted in. His hand opened and closed once at his side, as if he had been about to reach for me and thought better of it, or thought worse of it, I couldn't tell. Ninety days, I thought. Ninety days of this. Ninety nights with one wall between us.

"Goodnight, Ms. Brooks," he said at last.

"Goodnight."

I made it as far as the third stair before he spoke again, low, behind me.

"Delaney."

It was the first time he had used my name. I had told myself it wouldn't matter. I had been lying.

I didn't turn around. I couldn't. If I turned around, I knew exactly what would happen to my signature and my principles and every single sensible part of me.

"Lock your door," Rhys said.

And then, so quietly I almost didn't catch it:

"Or don't."

* * *
CHAPTER TWOLoad-Bearing

I did not lock my door.

I want to be clear that this was a clerical oversight and not a decision. I was exhausted. The room was beautiful: a high white bed under a tall window full of rain, a clawfoot tub that had probably seen three generations of honeymoons, wallpaper the color of old cream with a faint stripe of silver thread. I got a towel around my head and my wet clothes into a heap and fell face-first into the pillows with the key still sitting in its little brass dish on the dresser.

That's my story. I will be sticking to it.

I did not sleep right away. I lay on my back and listened to the building. A hotel this old doesn't sleep so much as settle: pipes ticking as they cooled, a shutter somewhere knocking in the wind, the long sigh of air moving through corridors that had once carried the footsteps of two hundred staff. And underneath it, on the other side of the wall, faint and unmistakable, the sound of a man moving around a room. A drawer closing. A floorboard. The soft thud of a shoe.

Then nothing at all, which was worse.

I woke at six to sunlight and the sound of a shower.

Not my shower. The one on the other side of the wall.

I lay still, staring at the plaster ceiling, and listened to water hit a tile floor on the far side of eight inches of century-old lath. A pipe knocked once. Then there was a long, low silence, and I made the unforgivable mistake of wondering what, exactly, a man like that did with a silence like that.

I got up. I got dressed. I put on my work boots with unnecessary violence. I did not think about it again until at least nine minutes later.

* * *

"Scaffold's rated for four hundred pounds a platform," said Tomás, my site foreman, who was sixty and built like a mailbox and had greeted me that morning with the faint suspicion of a man who had worked for three different owners and outlasted all of them. "Don't put more than two people on one at a time."

"I'll keep that in mind."

"And don't let him up there alone." He tipped his head toward the entrance of the ballroom, where Rhys Devereaux had just come in with a tablet under his arm. He wore dark trousers and a white shirt open at the throat, and his hair was still damp. "He thinks he's a climber. He is a man who has read about climbing."

"I heard that," Rhys said, crossing the floor.

"Meant for you to," said Tomás, and went to yell at a boy with a drill.

I turned my attention back to the ceiling, because the ceiling was safe. Forty feet above us, the dome hung like a held breath. In daylight, and from the floor, I could finally see it properly, and it was worse than my eleven pages had admitted. The grime had a grain to it, a dark tide line where water had pooled and dried and pooled again. Whole sections of lead had slumped. And yet, in the clean eastern curve where somebody, once, had cared enough to wash it, the glass blazed like the inside of a jewel.

"It's worse than your report," Rhys said, coming to stand beside me.

"I was being polite."

"You were being accurate." He tilted his tablet toward me. "I had a structural engineer in before you. He said it should come down. Quote, 'a liability in glass.'"

"Your engineer is an idiot."

"He's a very expensive idiot." A pause. "Tell me why I shouldn't listen to him."

I looked up at the green river in the glass. "Because it's not failing," I said. "It's tired. There's a difference. Failing means it's finished. Tired means someone stopped taking care of it." I heard my voice go unsteady, and I hated it. "Somebody has to decide it's worth it."

Rhys didn't answer. When I glanced over, he was looking at the dome with an expression I couldn't read, something shuttered and old and nowhere near a business case. For one second he looked like a man standing at the edge of a cold lake.

Then it was gone. "Show me," he said. "Up close."

"You want to go up on the scaffold."

"You said it's worth it. Convince me from inside it."

* * *

The ladder was steel and the platform was wood, and the higher we climbed the quieter the building got. Dust drifted in the shafts of light. Pigeons muttered somewhere in the rafters. By the time we reached the top deck, thirty-two feet in the air, the whole ballroom was a small gold dish beneath us, and the dome was right there, close enough to touch, and for a moment I forgot to be afraid of him.

"Look," I said.

I put my hand flat on a pane and wiped away a thumb-width of soot. Under it, green glass woke like an eye, rich and wet and impossibly alive. "That's cathedral glass. Mouth-blown. There are bubbles in it, see? Every one of those is somebody's breath, someone who's been dead ninety years." I was talking too fast. "It's not just a ceiling. It's people. It's every person who worked on this building and was never written down."

Rhys had gone very still behind me.

"Say that again," he said.

"It's people?"

"The last part."

"Every person who worked on this building and was never written down." I turned my head. "Why?"

He was closer than I had realized. The platform was narrow, three feet of plank with a rail that came to my hip, and the space between us had mostly stopped existing. His eyes were on the glass and not on me. A muscle moved in his throat.

"No reason," he said.

"That's a lie."

"It's a private reason."

"Rhys."

I hadn't meant to use his name. It came out low, and it sat in the air between us like something dropped.

He looked at me then.

It wasn't a flirt or a smirk or the practiced, predatory heat of the night before. It was something far more dangerous, a flash of raw honesty, and it hit me square in the chest. "Not up here," he said quietly. "Not yet."

Yet. The word went through me like a hot wire.

I took a step back to give myself air, and my heel found the edge of a loose plank.

The world tilted.

I didn't scream. I just felt the floor go out from under me, a bright half-second of nothing, and then a hand closed hard around my wrist and another caught the small of my back, and I was hauled against a chest as solid as a wall.

My face hit his collarbone. His heart was going like a hammer.

"I've got you," Rhys said, rough and close to my ear. "I've got you. Don't move."

"I'm not moving."

"Good."

"You're holding on very tight."

"Yes."

"You can let go now."

"I know." His arm didn't loosen. His hand spread wider across my back, warm through the thin cotton of my shirt, and I felt, quite distinctly, the moment he stopped breathing evenly. "Give me one second."

One second. Two. In the dust and the colored light, my whole body had become an instrument tuned to the width of a single palm. His thumb moved, once, a small involuntary stroke along my spine.

I made a sound I would have denied under oath.

His whole body answered it. I felt it, a long, rolling tension, and when I tipped my head back he was already looking down, gray eyes gone almost black, his mouth a breath from mine.

Don't, I thought. Don't, don't, don't

"Boss!" Tomás bellowed from forty feet below. "You two done up there or do I need to call somebody?"

We sprang apart as if the platform had been electrified.

"We're fine!" I shouted, much too high. "We're assessing!"

"Assess faster! Lunch is at noon!"

I gripped the rail with both hands and stared fixedly at a single pane of blue glass. Behind me, Rhys let out one long, shaky breath that I'm pretty sure was a laugh.

"Dinner," he said.

"I beg your pardon?"

"Tonight. Eight. In the dining room." His voice had steadied, but not much. "Not a date."

"Good," I said. "Because I don't date men who tear down ceilings."

"I'm not tearing it down."

I turned around.

He stood with his back against the rail and his shirt rumpled where my hands had been, looking at me with the open, helpless expression of a man who has lost an argument to himself and isn't sorry.

"Not yet," Rhys said. "You haven't convinced me. But you're getting there."

* * *

I dressed for dinner like I was going into battle.

Black dress. Hair up. A little lipstick, the dark kind, armor and not invitation, and I told myself so out loud in the mirror. At 7:52 I stood in front of my own bedroom door with my hand on the knob, running through the rules like a prayer.

Business. Boundaries. Ninety days.

I opened the door, and stopped.

On the small table beside the bed, the table I had not touched, a thin line of light fell across the wall from the far corner of the room. I had taken it for the hall lamp. It wasn't. I crossed the floor slowly and moved the heavy velvet drape aside.

There was a door.

A narrow, paneled, perfectly ordinary door in the wall between my room and his, painted the same cream as the plaster so well that I had missed it twice. A brass handle on my side.

And a key in the lock. On my side.

I stood there for a long time with my pulse in my throat. Then I saw the folded note tucked under the edge of the doorframe, the paper heavy, the handwriting a bold, slanting hand I had seen on a contract.

Four words.

It only opens from yours.

* * *
CHAPTER THREENot a Date

I used the front door.

That is the first thing I'd like noted about the evening. I walked out of my room, down the main stairs, and into the dining room like an adult woman with a functioning sense of boundaries, and I left the little brass key exactly where it was, on the small table next to the note.

I had read that note eleven times. I had not thrown it away. These were separate facts.

The Devereaux's dining room had been closed to the public for six years, and it still smelled like it: candle wax, old wood, something faintly sweet like pressed roses. A single table stood in the center under a chandelier missing a third of its crystals. Two places were set. A bottle of red breathed on the sideboard. Through the tall windows, the sea was going slate and gold in the last light, and the gulls were making their evening argument over the ruined garden.

He was already there, standing at the window with his back to me.

He had changed. Dark trousers, white shirt, no tie, no jacket, sleeves pushed to the elbows. The line of his shoulders was a thing I did not need to be looking at, and I looked at it anyway, with the grim thoroughness of a woman inspecting a crack in a load-bearing wall.

"You're late," Rhys said, without turning around.

"It's 8:01."

"I've been here since seven forty."

"That sounds like a you problem."

I saw his reflection smile in the glass. He crossed to the sideboard and poured two glasses, and the sound of wine hitting crystal filled the long room. "I owe you an apology."

"For what part?"

"Dinner is a sandwich." He handed me a glass. "The kitchen's not operational. The caterer I hired quit this afternoon after Tomás told him the walk-in freezer was haunted."

"Is it?"

"I'm not sure. I haven't opened it." He gestured at the table. On a silver tray sat a plate of sliced roast beef, a wedge of cheese, a loaf of bread with the heel torn off, and a jar of mustard with a spoon standing in it. "I'm told it's a very good sandwich."

I laughed. I hadn't meant to. It came up out of me, startled and real, and his whole face changed when he heard it. He looked, for half a second, like a man who had been handed something he didn't know how to hold.

We sat. We ate. For the first twenty minutes we were almost civil, which, given our history, felt like a prisoner exchange. He asked about my firm, and I told him: two partners, one intern, one dog. He asked about the dog. I said the dog was a retired greyhound named Miss Havisham who slept eighteen hours a day and hated everyone but me. He said he respected her.

"You have a dog," I said.

"I have a driver and a housekeeper and a very good lawyer."

"That's not a dog."

"No," Rhys agreed. "It isn't." He turned his glass slowly by the stem. "I didn't grow up with dogs. We moved around a lot."

"Where?"

"Here, mostly. Not here." He gestured vaguely at the building. "The town. My mother worked in the area."

"Doing what?"

It was a small question. An easy one. But his hand stopped moving on the glass, and the candle flame between us gave one small, ugly stutter.

"Cleaning," he said. "Offices, mostly."

He said it lightly. He did not say it like a man who was telling the truth, and I knew it, and he knew I knew it, and for one long second we looked at each other across a table laid for two in a room that had once been grand.

I could have pushed. I almost did.

"Tell me about the dome," I said instead.

Something in his shoulders let go, just slightly, and the look he gave me was so unguarded that I had to drop my eyes to my wine. "I'd rather hear you talk about it," he said. "You get a different voice when you talk about it."

"What kind of voice?"

"The one you didn't use when you were fighting me." His gaze held. "This one's softer."

My face went hot. "Don't."

"Don't what?"

"Make a comment like that and then look at me."

"How should I look at you?"

"Like you're the owner of the building."

"I am the owner of the building."

"Then act like it," I said, "and I can go on hating you with a clear conscience."

He leaned back, and slowly, wickedly, the smile came. "You want me to be the villain."

"It's simpler."

"Of course it is." He said it quietly. "But I'm not sure I'm going to cooperate."

* * *

We finished the bottle. The candles burned down a quarter inch. Outside, the last light went out of the sea and the first lamps came on along the harbor, small and gold and very far away.

I told him about my father, partly because the wine had loosened something and partly because he asked in a way that made it hard to lie. A restoration carpenter with a workshop and a dream, buried under a developer's lawsuit when I was nineteen. He had died eight years ago, with the shop sold, the tools boxed in my garage, and a half-finished chair leg still clamped in the vise. I told him that was why I hated men like Rhys. Not personally. Structurally.

"Structurally," he repeated.

"You buy beautiful old things and make them efficient."

"And what do you do?"

"I make them last."

"There's a difference?"

"Efficient is for a decade," I said. "Last is for a hundred years."

He was quiet for a long time. I watched something cross his face and leave, like a shadow over water.

"That's the best thing anyone's said to me this year," he said at last, and pushed back his chair, and stood. "I'll walk you up."

"It's one flight."

"I know where it is."

We climbed in silence. The staircase was wide and dim, the old carpet soft underfoot, and when we reached the corridor he fell into step beside me, not touching, a careful six inches of air between us that hummed like a wire. At my door I turned. He stopped.

"Goodnight, Rhys."

"Goodnight, Delaney."

I should have gone in. I stood there with my hand on the cold brass of the knob, his name still in my mouth, and watched his gaze move over my face like a man memorizing a map.

"Did you find it?" he asked quietly.

I knew exactly what he meant. My pulse went wild.

"I found a door."

"And?"

"And I haven't decided," I said, "whether I'm going to be a person who uses it."

Something moved in his face, a dark, hungry flicker he ruthlessly shut down. He took one step back.

"Take all the time you need," Rhys said. "I'm a patient man."

He was lying. We both knew it.

I went inside and closed the door. I leaned against it with my eyes shut. And from the other side of the wall, a long minute later, I heard his own door close with a soft, decisive click that sounded very much like a man shutting something in.
CHAPTER FOURHard Hats

The crew gave me one morning to prove I wasn't a mistake.

They didn't say it that way. Nobody on a restoration site ever does. What they said, at six-thirty on Thursday, in the cold half-light of the lobby, was nothing at all. Fourteen people stood in a loose horseshoe around the front desk with their coffees and their lunch pails, in boots that had seen better decades, and looked at me the way a herd looks at a new animal in the pasture. Not hostile. Just waiting to find out whether I would kick.

"Everybody," said Tomás. "This is Brooks. She's the architect. She's in charge of the glass and the plaster and anything that's older than my mother. If it's newer than my mother, it's mine."

"Your mother's dead," said a young man at the back.

"Which is why it's mine, Bao."

A ripple of laughter. It loosened something in the room. I took the chance and stepped forward.

"I'm Delaney," I said. "I'm not going to give you a speech. I'm going to give you my rules. One: nobody touches the dome without me on the other end of the radio. Two: if you find something you don't understand, you come and ask, and I will never think you're stupid. Three." I paused. "If you find a name, an initial, a mark, anything that somebody left behind, you do not scrape it, you do not clean it, you do not throw it away. You come and get me."

A woman near the front, fifties, gray braid, a glazier's apron with the pockets sagging, tilted her head. "Marks?"

"Glaziers used to sign their work. Not with names. They weren't allowed. With something small, in the lead." I held up my hands, a few inches apart. "If you're lucky, a letter. If you're very lucky, a face."

She gave me a look I couldn't read. "I'm Mags," she said.

"Delaney."

"I know. We read the eleven pages."

"All of you?"

"Tomás photocopied them." She almost smiled. "Passed them around the shed. Somebody underlined the part about the bubbles."

My throat tightened, unexpectedly. "That was my favorite part."

"Yeah," said Mags. "We figured."

* * *

Tomás gave me the test at nine.

I had been expecting it. Every foreman I have ever worked with has one. It is not malicious. It is a kind of customs inspection: before you are allowed into the country, someone wants to see your papers.

He led me to a trestle table in the corner of the ballroom where he had laid out six strips of lead came on a clean white cloth. They were identical to my eye, narrow ribbons of dull gray metal, each about a foot long, each grooved down the center like a tiny railroad track.

"Which one's original?" he said.

"They all look the same."

"That's the question."

I picked up the first one. Turned it. Put it down. The second, the third. I closed my eyes, which is not a trick, only a habit; I think better with my hands when I'm not distracted by my own eyes. I ran a thumb along the flange. Lead from 1924 had been cast, not extruded, and it carried the faint memory of its mold: a slight ripple along the edge, like a pressed flower.

"Fourth," I said. "And the second is a replacement from the nineteen-sixties. The others are modern."

Tomás didn't blink. "Why the second?"

"It's too clean. Somebody sanded the edges. Old lead doesn't get sanded; it gets worked." I put the strip down. "But whoever did it knew what they were doing. It's good work. I'd keep it."

He looked at me for a long moment. Then he picked up the fourth strip, the real one, and held it out. "Take it. Keep it in your pocket. Everybody on this crew has one thing from the building. That's yours."

"Is that part of the test?"

"It's part of the job," said Tomás.

I slid it into my back pocket. It was cool and heavier than it looked.

* * *

By noon I was on the scaffold. By two I had Bao, who was nineteen and had never held a glazier's knife, learning to cut a pane of scrap glass along a scored line. By four I had worked out that the leak was not one leak but three, a chain of failed joints along the western curve that fed each other like dominoes. I was up there with a headlamp and a thermos, humming, when I realized that something had shifted in the building's sound.

The ballroom had gone quiet. I looked down.

Rhys stood at the foot of the scaffold in a hard hat that did not fit.

It was too big. It slid down over his forehead whenever he looked up, and he kept pushing it back with one finger, with the patient, long-suffering dignity of a man who has bought a ten-thousand-dollar hotel and cannot buy a hat in his size. He had a clipboard under his arm. He was wearing, God help me, a high-visibility vest over a white dress shirt.

"Don't," I said, from forty feet up.

"I didn't say anything."

"You're about to."

"I'm about to say it looks marvelous."

"You're about to say something."

"I'm about to say," Rhys called up, "that a man should be able to see the work he's paying for."

"There are rules for that."

"I read them."

"You read them twice."

"I'm told I'm very thorough." The hat slipped. He pushed it back. Somewhere behind him, one of the crew made a noise like a kettle trying not to boil.

I looked down at him, this beautiful, ridiculous, impossible man in a vest, and I felt something small and warm and unwelcome unfurl in my chest. I pushed it back down. It did not go.

"Come up," I said. "Slowly. Both hands. And take off that hat before you fall off the ladder."

He took off the hat. He climbed. He did it carefully, without bravado, and when he came onto the platform beside me I handed him the thermos without a word. We sat on the plank like two kids on a roof and drank bad coffee out of the same cup, and I pointed out the three joints, one by one, and he listened.

He asked good questions. That was the thing I couldn't forgive him for. They were precise and unflattering and aimed squarely at the weak places in my plan, and when I answered them he nodded and wrote nothing down and kept looking at the glass, not at me.

"I owe the crew an apology," he said at last.

"For what?"

"For three years of this building standing empty. For leaving it to rot while I decided what I wanted." He turned the cup in his hands. "Tomás told me this morning that none of them has been paid on time in eighteen months. The old management company went bankrupt. I never checked."

"Did you fix it?"

"This afternoon."

I stared at him.

"I'm not telling you for credit," Rhys said. "I'm telling you because you said once, in your report, that a building is only as good as the people who keep it. I read that sentence a lot."

"That was page nine."

"I know."

I looked away. The light was changing, the afternoon sun sliding down the west curve and catching the dust so that for one long moment the whole dome seemed to be breathing out gold.

"Tomás says you come here every morning," I said. "Before anyone's in. He says you sit in the ballroom for an hour."

He went very still.

"Does he?"

"He says you never say why."

For a long moment Rhys said nothing. The gold light slid across his face and left it.

"It's quiet," he said.

It was not an answer. We both knew it. But I let him have it, because the hard hat was upside down on the plank beside him, and his hand was shaking very slightly around the thermos cup, and I was beginning to understand that there were two men in this building and I had only met one of them.

* * *
CHAPTER FIVETwo A.M.

I could not sleep.

It was Friday night, or Saturday morning, depending on how strictly you read a clock. I lay in the high white bed with the window open a hand's width and the sea going on and on below, and every time I closed my eyes I saw a hard hat sliding over a man's forehead. I tried counting panes. I tried reciting the properties of lead. At one forty I gave up, found my father's old cardigan in the bottom of my suitcase, and went out into the corridor in my socks.

The hotel at night was a different animal.

By day it was a work site, loud with radios and drills and Tomás's rolling voice. At night, with the work lights off, it was something older and more patient. Moonlight lay in long panels on the corridor carpet. The doors on either side stood shut and silent. Somewhere deep in the walls a pipe ticked, cooling, like a clock with nowhere to be. I walked down the grand staircase with one hand on the banister, feeling a hundred years of palms in the wood, and at the bottom I turned, without deciding to, toward the ballroom.

The double doors were open a hand's width.

The room beyond was lit by the moon, which had come up full and white over the sea and was pouring itself through the dome. I had never seen the glass at night. I stopped in the doorway with my breath
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