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PROLOGUE

	Margaux

	The service was held in the front room of Palmetto Point because Warren Harrington had specified it in his will, written out in his particular cursive on three sheets of cream-colored stationery that his solicitor had kept in a fireproof box for eleven years. He had wanted to be remembered in the room where he had made his most significant decisions, he'd written, and that had not meant the boardroom of Harrington & Sons or the private viewing rooms of the Charleston gallery or any of the formal spaces in which he had conducted the business of nearly half a century. He had meant this room — the front parlor of the 1870s house on the Wando River, with its wide-plank floors and its twelve-foot ceilings and the pair of unmatched armchairs by the east window that no one had ever reupholstered because Warren had always said he was fond of the worn spots.

	Two hundred people could not comfortably fit in that room. Approximately two hundred people were in that room. They spilled through the wide doorway into the hall and stood three deep along the wainscoted walls, and the day was the particular kind of March cold that Charleston occasionally produced — not severe but genuine, the kind that came off the river and settled into old wood — so the windows were shut and the air inside held the combined warmth of all those bodies and the fragrance of the white lilies Patricia had arranged herself, cutting and placing each stem the morning of the service with the systematic care of a woman who needed something specific to do with her hands.

	I sat in the front row beside Patricia, close enough that our arms pressed together from shoulder to wrist. She had not cried yet. She had not cried at all since Warren died, at least not where anyone could see her, and I had not pressed her on it because I understood, in the particular way that you understand things about people you have known for years without examining the understanding directly, that Patricia Harrington's grief was not the kind that expressed itself in the visible, manageable forms — not tears or collapsed posture or the audible catching of breath that other people's grief so often took. Hers was internal and absolute, the way old houses hold cold in their walls long after the air inside them has warmed. I held her hand because she had taken mine when we sat down, and because there was nothing else to offer, and because the contact was honest in a way that most of what I'd been doing for weeks was not.

	Cole stood at the front of the room.

	He had dressed with the precision he always brought to occasions that required it — a dark suit of charcoal wool, a white shirt, a tie in a shade between navy and black that I had not seen before. He was composed in a way that I had spent four years both admiring and being quietly undone by, the way his face arranged itself into something legible and authoritative without revealing anything beneath the surface. He held a single sheet of notepaper, though he rarely glanced at it. He had written the eulogy himself and memorized most of it, which I knew because I had been in the other room when he was doing it, three nights before the service, standing at the kitchen island with a glass of water untouched beside him, speaking quietly to himself in the dark.

	He began by talking about what his grandfather had built. He talked about the auction house — its founding in 1843 by Ambrose Harrington, the first of the family to understand that the South's aging estates would need intermediaries as the old families sold off their heirlooms and their silver and their documented collections, that there was a particular kind of integrity required to stand between a family's past and an open market. He talked about what Warren had preserved — not just in the literal sense of the firm's acquisition of rare manuscripts and documented art, but in the sense of what it meant to be a steward of other people's histories, to be trusted with the things that families could not keep. He talked about the years of difficulty and the years of success and the specific character required to tell the difference between something worth saving and something that only appeared to be. He talked about what Harrington men were, what they protected, what they built for the generations that came after them.

	He spoke for twenty-two minutes.

	He did not look at me once.

	I knew because I watched him for all twenty-two of those minutes with the particular attention of a woman who has trained herself to observe — who has spent fifteen years learning to look at things carefully, to catalog what is present and what is absent, to understand that the gaps in a surface tell you as much as the surface itself. There were two hundred people in that room and Cole's eyes moved across all of them at various points — resting on Patricia briefly, on Hollis Whitmore who stood to the left along the wall, on the senior cataloguers from the firm, on Warren's friends and colleagues and the museum directors who had come down from Richmond and Savannah and Columbia. He held the gaze of strangers with the confident steadiness of a man who has been performing public occasions since boyhood. He never once found me.

	Partway through, without meaning to, I reached up and touched my right ear.

	The earrings were small — seed pearls set in gold, understated to the point of being easy to overlook — and Cole had given them to me on our first anniversary, wrapped in a square of cotton batting inside a wooden box from the firm's archival supplies because he had not thought to buy proper jewelry packaging until the last moment, which was the kind of detail I had loved about him once. He had apologized for the box. I had told him the box was the best part. I had meant it. I was wearing them today because I had opened my jewelry case that morning in the room we no longer shared and had reached for them without deciding to, the same way you do things when you are not yet fully awake, when your hands know where to go before your mind has registered that you are moving.

	I held the pearl between my fingertips. Cole was talking about legacy. He was talking about what it meant to be trusted with things of lasting value.

	Patricia's hand tightened around mine.

	I let go of the earring and sat with my hands folded in my lap for the remainder of the eulogy, watching my husband speak with complete fluency about what mattered to him, and I understood something that I had been edging toward for months without fully arriving at it. It was not a dramatic understanding. It did not arrive with the sharp clarity of revelation or the relief of something finally named. It settled, the way cold settles into old wood — gradually, thoroughly, and without announcement.

	I had spent four years living inside Cole Harrington's life. I had organized my work around his schedule and attended his firm's events and learned the correct register for every social occasion his world required. I had made a home inside a life that was structured entirely around what he was building, and I had told myself that this was partnership, that this was what you did when you loved someone whose work meant as much to his family as Warren's work had meant to the Harringtons, that patience was its own form of love and I had it in sufficient supply. I had told myself many things over four years that sounded reasonable in the interior of my own head.

	Cole was finishing the eulogy. He thanked the assembled company for their presence, for what they had given the firm over the decades, for the trust they had placed in the Harrington name. He thanked Patricia last — briefly, formally, with the particular courtesy that meant he was managing something. He folded his notepaper and stepped back, and the minister rose to take his place, and the room shifted around me in the way rooms do when a performance has concluded and people have remembered that they have bodies and are permitted to move them.

	Patricia released my hand to reach into her bag for her reading glasses.

	I sat very still in the front pew and thought: I have been furniture. I have been well-maintained, carefully positioned, appropriate to the room — and I have been furniture. I have been the kind of thing you arrange once and then stop seeing, because it has always been in exactly the right place and gives you no reason to look at it directly.

	I did not cry. I did not make any movement at all. I sat through the remainder of the service with my hands in my lap and the pearl earrings in my ears and the particular quietness of a woman who has finally understood something she cannot unknow, and I thought about what I was going to do with it.

	 


Chapter 1

	Margaux

	The botanical illustration had been damaged along its lower left margin in a way that told a specific story if you knew how to read it — water infiltration, probably from a storage failure sometime in the late 1970s based on the tide line and the foxing pattern, followed by an amateur attempt at stabilization that had introduced an adhesive incompatible with the original paper stock. Someone had tried to fix it without knowing how, which was, in my experience, almost always more damaging than the original problem. I had been working on it for six days.

	My studio occupied the ground floor of a narrow Charleston single house in the Cannonborough-Elliotborough neighborhood, three blocks from the intersection of Rutledge and Cannon, and the room smelled the way it always smelled — rice-starch paste, the particular dryness of archival-quality paper, and underneath those things the faint mineral note that very old documents carried regardless of their content, as though age itself had a scent. The morning light came through the north-facing windows and landed flat and clean across the linen-covered worktable, which was how I preferred it — indirect, consistent, without the color-shifting that direct sun introduced. I had positioned the illustration under the UV lamp at seven that morning, documented the extent of the adhesive residue with the macro lens, and spent the hour between eight and nine carefully humidifying the lower margin with a fine mist applicator so that the paper fibers would relax before I attempted any lifting.

	Work like this required a specific quality of attention that I had always found clarifying. There was no room in it for distraction, which was the point, and there was no room in it for anything other than what was directly in front of you, which was also the point. You looked at what was there. You assessed what was absent. You proceeded with tools calibrated to the specific needs of the specific object, not to any general idea of what restoration was supposed to look like. I had learned this from my father, who had spent thirty years in a workshop behind our Savannah house coaxing warped drawer fronts back to level and repairing veneer on pieces that people brought to him because they could not bear to throw them away. He had told me once that the most important tool in restoration work was patience — not the passive kind, but the active kind, the kind that required you to keep deciding, every ten minutes, not to rush.

	I was thinking about his hands. I was not thinking about the papers on my kitchen table at the apartment or the call I had made three weeks ago to a lawyer whose name my friend Diane had given me, written on the back of a grocery receipt, in case I needed it someday.

	I set the mist applicator down and picked up a microspatula, and for the next forty minutes there was only the margin of the illustration and the careful, millimeter-by-millimeter work of separating the failed adhesive from the paper without introducing any new damage to the original surface. The botanical subject was a Carolina jessamine — the state flower of South Carolina, Gelsemium sempervirens, painted by an unknown hand sometime around 1887 based on the paper composition and the pigment analysis — and it had survived one hundred and thirty-seven years and a storage failure and someone's well-meaning mistake, and my job was to make sure it survived what came next as well. I was good at this. I was, without false modesty, excellent at it, and excellence in this particular work was a quality that could not be faked or performed. It existed in the outcome and not in the presentation of the outcome, which had always suited me.

	My phone rang at half past ten.

	I did not answer it immediately. I finished the section I was working on, set the microspatula down with the precision that three hours of focused work required you to maintain even at the moment of interruption, and removed my magnifying visor before picking up the phone from the stool beside the worktable. Patricia Harrington's name was on the screen. I looked at it for one full ring before I answered.

	"Patricia." I kept my voice even. This was not difficult. I had been keeping my voice even in conversations about my marriage for long enough that the effort had become nearly invisible even to me.

	"Margaux." Her voice was exactly as it always was — measured, warm, carrying the particular quality of someone who chose their words with genuine care and was not in any hurry about it. "I'm not going to pretend I'm calling to ask how your week is going. I think we're past that, you and I."

	I was quiet for a moment. Outside the north windows, a pair of cyclists moved through the intersection, unhurried, their conversation inaudible through the glass. "What did he tell you?" I said.

	"He didn't tell me anything." There was a pause that had the specific weight of information being measured. "Harold Fitch called me. From the solicitor's office. He was checking a procedural question about the family trust, and he mentioned — not to be unkind, Margaux, he is a thoughtful man — that there were some documents that would require my awareness given Warren's estate. You know how he speaks."

	Harold Fitch. Of course. The filing had triggered a review of the joint holdings, and Harold Fitch, who had been the Harrington family solicitor for twenty-six years and had the conversational habits of a man who considered transparency a civic virtue, had apparently connected the procedural dots in the direction of Patricia before Cole had gotten there himself. I set this fact aside and noted it with the part of my mind that catalogued things I would need to think about later.

	"I see," I said.

	"I'm not calling to weigh in," Patricia said. "That's not my place, and I know it, and I want you to know that I know it before I say anything else." She paused again. "I'm calling because the gala week preparations start Monday. The 180th anniversary. We've had it on the calendar for two years and there are forty people coming to Palmetto Point, and I — Margaux, I would like you to come. I'm asking for myself, not for Cole, and not for the firm. For myself."

	I turned away from the worktable and stood at the north window, looking at the street without seeing it. The jessamine illustration was behind me, the adhesive residue slowly softening in the humidified margin, patient in the way that things that have already survived a great deal tend to be patient.

	"Patricia," I said.

	"You don't owe him anything," she said, before I could continue. "I'm not asking you to pretend. I know what you filed and I understand why you'd want distance, and if you tell me no I will respect that completely and call you in the spring about something else entirely." She waited a breath. "But I think you should come anyway. Not for appearances. Not for the family. Because you deserve to be certain, and you won't be certain from a distance." Another pause, shorter. "That's all I'm going to say about it."

	The window glass was cool when I leaned my forehead very briefly against it. I felt the cold travel through my skin and I stood there for a moment thinking about the word certain, which was a word I had been circling for eight weeks without landing on it. I thought about what my father would have said, which was probably something about not letting fear pass itself off as discernment. I thought about the jessamine illustration behind me and the patience that active patience required, the decision every ten minutes not to rush.

	I thought about the eulogy.

	"Monday," I said.

	"I'll have your room ready Saturday if you want to come early," Patricia said. "There's a project I've been meaning to ask about. Warren's papers. But that can wait until you arrive." Her voice was careful, and in its carefulness I could hear everything she was not saying, which was the measure of how well I had come to know her. "Thank you, Margaux."

	"Don't thank me yet," I said. "I haven't decided what I'm doing. I've decided to come. That's all."

	"That's enough," she said, and meant it, and we said goodbye and I stood at the north window for a while after I'd set the phone down.

	I returned to the worktable. The jessamine's lower margin was ready now — the fibers sufficiently relaxed, the adhesive accessible, the work resumable. I replaced my magnifying visor and picked up the microspatula and returned to the section I had been working on, and for the next two hours I did not think about Monday or Patricia or Cole or the papers on my kitchen table. I thought about the illustration — specifically about what it must have looked like in 1887, before the storage failure and before the amateur stabilization attempt, before the accumulation of all the small things that had happened to it in the decades between its making and my worktable. I thought about what the painter had seen when they looked at the jessamine — the particular gold of its tubular flowers, the way the vine climbed without being directed, the fact that it was technically toxic despite its beauty, which was something a botanist in 1887 would have known and recorded without making any particular moral point about it.

	Things were what they were. Your job was to see them clearly.

	I worked until three in the afternoon, when the natural light shifted enough that I needed to adjust the lamp angle, and then I cleaned my tools with the methodical care that the work required and covered the illustration with a sheet of archival tissue and made a pot of tea on the single-burner that lived on the studio's back shelf between the humidity gauge and a reference copy of the Merck Index, which I had owned since graduate school and which had notes in three different colors of ink in its margins from three different periods of my education. I stood at the back window with the tea and looked at the narrow garden behind the house — overgrown crepe myrtle, a brick path that was losing its pointing — and let myself think about what I had agreed to.

	I was going to Palmetto Point. I was going to sleep in the room I had slept in with Cole for three years before we moved into the house we'd bought in Harleston Village, which we had since sold and divided the proceeds of in a conversation that had lasted seven minutes and been conducted entirely by text message because we were both, in our different ways, people who preferred not to perform their difficulties in front of each other. I was going to eat at Patricia's kitchen table and walk the grounds I had walked for four years and be in the same rooms as a man I had not been in the same room as since the morning I left, when he was at the firm already and I packed two bags and drove away in the gray light of a Tuesday and felt, with the precise and terrible clarity that sometimes descends at the exact wrong moment, that I was probably making the right decision and that this was going to hurt regardless.

	I was going because Patricia had asked me, which was true. I was going because she was seventy-eight years old and had lost her husband of fifty-one years eight months ago and the gala week was an enormous undertaking and she had asked for me specifically, and I respected her too genuinely to refuse her something she had asked for in her own voice without strategy or maneuver.

	I was also going because she had said the word certain, and it had landed somewhere in me that I had not expected it to land, and I had been walking around for eight weeks with the sensation that I had made a decision without fully finishing the thinking that should have preceded it, and I was tired of the sensation, and I did not know how to resolve it from my studio in the Cannonborough-Elliotborough neighborhood with the jessamine illustration and the humidity gauge and the Merck Index with the margin notes from three different versions of who I had been.

	I finished the tea. I rinsed the cup. I went back to the worktable and wrote up the day's treatment notes in the project file — adhesive softening successful across the lower left quadrant, microspatula lifting commenced, approximately forty percent of the affected area addressed, estimated two additional sessions required before consolidation phase — and I did this with the same care I brought to everything I documented, because the record of what had been done to a thing was as important as what had actually been done, and because in twenty years, if someone else needed to assess this illustration's condition, my notes would be the only thing they had to tell them what this particular week had looked like.

	I locked the studio at half past four and walked the three blocks home through air that smelled of rain coming off the harbor, and I thought about packing a bag, and I thought about Monday, and I thought about the pearl earrings that were sitting in their wooden box in my jewelry case in the apartment, and I did not let myself think about what I was going to say to Cole Harrington when I saw him because I did not yet know, and I had enough professional discipline to understand that proceeding without adequate preparation was not confidence but recklessness, and those were not the same thing.

	I told myself I was going for Patricia. That was not entirely a lie.

	 


Chapter 2

	Cole

	Harold Fitch called at nine-fourteen on a Wednesday morning, which I knew precisely because I had been in the middle of reviewing the provenance chain on a collection of Revolutionary-era correspondence that one of our New England consignors had brought to us with what turned out to be a significant documentation gap between 1803 and 1817, and I had just identified the gap and was making a note in the margin of the assessment report when the phone rang and I answered it without checking the screen, which was a habit I had been meaning to correct for years.

	"Cole," Harold said. He had a particular way of saying my name at the start of a call that I had known since I was twelve years old and that had always contained, at varying registers depending on the occasion, the specific gravity of a man who understood that some conversations were not to be approached at speed. Today the gravity was high. "I hope I'm not catching you at a difficult moment."

	"I'm reviewing provenance documentation," I said. "What do you need, Harold?"

	There was a short pause. Harold Fitch, who had been the Harrington family solicitor since before I started at the firm, was not a man who paused without reason. "I've received some paperwork," he said. "Relating to you and Margaux. A filing from her counsel, through the Family Court of the Ninth Judicial Circuit." Another pause. "I wanted to reach you directly before anything went to the trust administrators."

	I set my pen down on the assessment report. The office around me — the third floor of the Harrington & Sons building on East Bay Street, the window that looked out over the harbor, the shelves of reference catalogues that had been accumulating since my grandfather's time — was exactly as it had been thirty seconds before, which was the particular quality of moments like this one, that they altered everything while disturbing nothing visible.

	"A separation filing," I said.

	"Yes," Harold said. "I'm sorry, Cole."

	"When was it filed?"

	"Two weeks ago Tuesday."

	Two weeks. I had been in this office, at this desk, for two weeks since Margaux had filed for legal separation through counsel I had not known she retained, and I had told myself for those two weeks that the silence between us was a form of processing, that she needed space, that the distance was temporary and manageable and would resolve itself in the way that the difficult periods in a marriage resolved themselves, through patience and time and the eventual restoration of equilibrium. I had told myself this with the same tone of authoritative reasonableness I used in client consultations when I was delivering an assessment that required someone to hear difficult information calmly and proceed accordingly.

	I had apparently told myself a number of things.

	"Thank you for calling me directly," I said.

	"The joint holdings will need a review given the trust structure," Harold said, moving into the practical register with the efficiency
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