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Concept Paper

What You Left Behind is a workplace romance set in Heron Falls, a small town in upstate New York whose anchor institution is the Heron Falls Community Foundation — a nonprofit that funds the town's arts programs, youth initiatives, historic preservation, and social services. The Foundation is the beating heart of the town. It was almost the thing that died when funding collapsed four years ago. It didn't die because one person refused to let it.

That person is Priya Mathur, thirty-six, who stepped in as Executive Director at thirty-two with a decimated budget, a skeletal staff, and the sheer stubborn refusal to let the institution that had shaped her childhood be reduced to a filing cabinet in someone's basement. In four years she has rebuilt the Foundation into something better than it was: leaner, smarter, more deeply embedded in the community it serves. She has done this largely alone, because the board chair who hired her retired two years ago, the board itself is adequate rather than excellent, and the community, while supportive, cannot write the checks that sustain programs. She needs a major donor campaign. She needs a strategic partner. She needs, as it turns out, exactly the person she least wants to need.

That person is Dev Kapoor, thirty-eight, Heron Falls's most famous alumnus — the son of the town's beloved Indian-American family, who left at twenty-two on a scholarship to study business and never came back. He became a tech entrepreneur, sold two companies, and has been living in San Francisco for sixteen years. He is now returning — not permanently, or so he tells himself — because his father is ill and his family needs him and because the Foundation's board has offered him the position of Strategic Advisor, a six-month appointment to help develop the major donor campaign that could secure the Foundation's next decade. He did not know, when he accepted, that Priya Mathur was the Executive Director. He and Priya grew up in the same town. They were best friends from age eight to age twenty-two. Then he left without a real goodbye and she spent four years understanding that the goodbye was permanent.

The secret: Dev's father's illness is more serious than he has told the board or the town. He is not here for six months. He may not be leaving. He has not told Priya this because he does not yet know it himself, and because telling her would require having a conversation about why he left that he has been avoiding for sixteen years.

Character Profiles

PRIYA MATHUR, 36. Executive Director, Heron Falls Community Foundation. She is the person who stayed. Who built. Who learned, in the absence of everyone who left, how much she was capable of. She is sharp and funny and deeply rooted in this community, and she carries the specific quality of someone who has been doing difficult work without sufficient support for long enough that she has stopped expecting support and started managing everything herself. The anger about Dev's departure has long since become something quieter and more complicated — not forgiveness, but a kind of professional distance that she has maintained and which is now going to be tested daily.

DEV KAPOOR, 38. Entrepreneur, returning son, reluctant hometown hero. He left Heron Falls because staying felt impossible at twenty-two — not because of Priya, or not only, but because the town felt like a ceiling and he needed to find out what he was capable of in a larger room. He found out. He built two successful companies. He gave a lot of money away. He is good at big strategy and uncomfortable with small intimacy, which is the inverse of what the next six months are going to require from him. The redemption arc is his: he left without saying what needed to be said, he stayed away without coming back when he should have, and he is now going to have to earn the right to be here again.
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The Return

The board told her on a Thursday.

Which was, Priya thought, the board's most consistent quality: delivering significant information on Thursdays, as if Fridays and weekends were a buffer they were generously providing for her to process things she had not been consulted about.

"Strategic Advisor," said Muriel, the board chair, with the satisfied quality of someone presenting a gift. "Six months. Pro bono, which is significant for the budget, and he has specific experience with donor campaign strategy from his work in the philanthropic space."

"Who is it?" Priya said.

"Dev Kapoor," Muriel said.

Priya held her coffee cup.

"Dev Kapoor," she said.

"You know him, I believe," Muriel said. "He's from Heron Falls originally. His parents still live on—"

"Cedar Street," Priya said. "Yes. I know him."

"Wonderful," Muriel said. "That familiarity should make the working relationship easier."

"Yes," Priya said. "I'm sure it will."

She drove home after the meeting and sat in her car in the driveway for ten minutes before going inside.

She thought about Dev Kapoor.

She thought about age eight, when his family had moved to Heron Falls from Ithaca and he had appeared in her class and she had decided, with the certainty of childhood, that he was going to be her best friend. She thought about fourteen years of best friendship — the specific quality of knowing a person so well that you could finish their sentences and anticipate their moods and tell them hard things without ceremony because the relationship could hold it.

She thought about twenty-two. About the scholarship and the plan and the conversation that had not quite happened, the things that had been said and the much larger things that had not been said, and the specific shape of an absence that she had spent four years understanding was not temporary.

She thought about what it was going to be like to sit across a conference table from him and talk about donor strategy.

She went inside.

She called her friend Amara.

"Dev Kapoor is coming back," she said.

"Dev Kapoor," Amara said. A pause. "Your Dev Kapoor?"

"He was never my Dev Kapoor," Priya said.

"He was your best friend for fourteen years," Amara said.

"Yes," Priya said. "And then he wasn't."

"When does he arrive?" Amara said.

"Monday," Priya said.

"How do you feel?" Amara said.

Priya looked at her living room. At the Foundation materials spread across the coffee table, the program reports and budget projections and the draft donor case statement she had been working on for three months.

"Fine," she said. "I'm fine."

"Priya," Amara said.

"I'm going to be completely professional about it," Priya said. "He's here to do a job. I need the job done. That's all this is."

"Okay," Amara said, with the tone of someone who did not believe this but was choosing not to say so.

"Good night," Priya said.

"Good luck Monday," Amara said.

Priya went back to the donor case statement.

She worked until midnight.

She was completely fine.
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Chapter Two
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Monday

He was already in the conference room when she arrived.

This surprised her. She had come early specifically to be there first — to have the room arranged, the materials out, the positioning established before he arrived. He had come earlier.

Dev Kapoor at thirty-eight looked like Dev Kapoor at twenty-two had grown into himself. He was taller than she remembered, or she was misremembering, and he had the specific quality of someone who had spent sixteen years being the most capable person in most rooms and had developed the posture that went with it — a settled assurance that was not arrogance but was adjacent to it.

He looked at her.

She looked at him.

"Priya," he said.

"Dev," she said. Her voice was professional. She was a professional.

"I didn't know you were—" he started.

"The Executive Director," she said. "I've been here four years. Did the board not—"

"They said the ED would be joining us," he said. "They didn't—" He stopped. "I didn't know it was you."

"Well," she said. "Now you know."

She sat down. She put her materials on the table. She looked at him across the conference table with the professional composure she had been practicing since Thursday.

"This doesn't have to be strange," he said.

"It's not strange," she said.

"Priya," he said.

"We have six months of work to do," she said. "The donor campaign needs to launch by March to hit the spring giving cycle. I have three years of donor
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