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Prologue

The Night ​the Wall Went Up
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*Three years ago*

The boardroom on the fourth floor of the Marchetti-Rask building had one window, and it faced the harbor, and I had spent nine years of my life pretending that view was a reward rather than a distraction. That night I gave it my full attention. A container ship sat at the far mole under sodium light, low in the water, loaded. I counted the cranes. Six. I counted them again to be sure, because my hands had started doing a thing under the table that I did not want anyone to see.

Desmond sat at the head of the table where he always sat. His lawyer sat to his right. Emrys sat to his left with his jacket off and his sleeves turned back, the way a man does when he wants you to think he came straight from real work. The three of them had papers in front of them. I had one page in front of me, and a pen, and the pen was Marchetti-Rask stock, black barrel, silver clip, the kind we ordered by the gross.

"Solveig." Desmond's lawyer said my name like an apology he had decided not to finish. "The board has accepted the terms. Your resignation as managing director takes effect at close of business. The separation of your personal shareholding follows the schedule in clause four."

"I can read clause four," I said.

Nobody laughed. Emrys smiled at me anyway, warm, the smile he used when he wanted to be remembered as the one who had been kind. He reached across and turned my page for me, to the line where the pen was supposed to go, as though I might not find it on my own.

I looked at Desmond. I had been looking at him for most of an hour, waiting, and he had not once looked back. My husband. The man who had stood in a stone church nine years earlier and told a priest and forty people and me that he would keep faith with me. He had a jaw you could break a hand on and he was using all of it now to hold his mouth shut. His face had gone the color of the ledger paper. His hands were flat on the table, pressed down, held there.

Say something, I thought. One word. Say she didn't do this. You know she didn't do this.

He said nothing.

So I signed. I have a steady signature. It did not shake. I would like to record that, since so little else about that night held its shape. The pen ran dry on the final letter and I finished the stroke in the ghost of the ink and put the pen down on top of the page and stood.

"Solveig." Emrys again, half rising, hand out. "Let me walk you down."

"No," I said.

I took my coat off the back of the chair. I did not take anything else. There was a photograph on my desk two floors down, my mother on the pier at Barcola with a fish she was proud of, and a mug, and a spare pair of reading glasses, and I left all of it, because to go and collect it would have meant walking through the underwriting floor while the whole firm watched me carry my life out in a box. I had done the math on that walk and decided against it.

In the corridor, Desmond caught up with me.

He did not touch me. He stopped a full arm's length away, near the print of the old port that had hung there since his father's time, and he looked at me finally, and whatever I had wanted from that look for the last hour, it was not what was in his face. There was no coldness in it. I would spend three years telling myself there had been coldness in it, because coldness would have been easier. There was something closer to grief, and I could not use grief, so I put it away.

"Go to Rotterdam," he said. His voice came out low and even and wrong. "There's a firm there. Van Duyn. They'll take you on. Go, and stay there, and don't come back."

"That's the whole of it," I said. "Nine years."

"Solveig."

"You're going to let them say I did it."

His throat moved. "Yes," he said.

I have replayed that yes more times than I have replayed our wedding. I built a fortress out of it. I laid every brick myself.

"Then we understand each other," I said, and I turned and walked to the stairwell, because I would not wait for the lift where he could stand behind me and watch the back of my neck.

I counted the stairs on the way down. It is a thing I do. When my hands start their small betrayal and the room goes bright at the edges, I count, because numbers do not lie to you and do not leave you and do not sit at the head of a table and say yes. Forty-one steps from the fourth-floor corridor to the street door. Forty-one. I have never forgotten the number. I did not cry in the building. I got as far as the tram stop on Riva Nazario Sauro, and the bora was up, hard off the water, cold enough to make a reason for anyone's eyes, and I stood in it and let it do that work so the crying would not count.

The container ship was still at the mole. Six cranes. I counted them one more time, from the street, a woman with a coat and no box, and then the tram came and I got on it and that was the end of my marriage and the end of the firm I had built, and I believed, standing in that lit car with strangers, that I understood exactly what had happened to me.

I was wrong about nearly all of it. But it took me three years and a document in a sealed envelope to find that out, and by then I had already come back to Trieste to burn the whole thing down.

—-
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Chapter One: The Return
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*Now*

The bora was up the morning I came back, which felt like the city's idea of a joke, or a welcome, and I had learned long ago to tell the difference only in hindsight.

I came in on the early train from Venice with one bag and a false name, and the false name was the truest thing I carried. Solveig Haugh. My mother's name, before a man from Muggia married her and gave her his. I had worked under it in Rotterdam for three years, at Van Duyn, adjusting marine claims, and in three years not one person in that office learned that I had built the risk models that half the Adriatic ran on. I was good at being Haugh. Haugh did not have a history. Haugh had a laptop and a reputation for being difficult about paperwork, which is the only reputation worth having in insurance.

The letter of engagement in my bag was addressed to Ms. S. Haugh, claims and risk consultant, retained by the Køhler Group of Hamburg, and it instructed me to conduct pre-merger due diligence on the loss reserves and underwriting book of Marchetti-Rask Underwriting SpA of Trieste.

I had written most of that letter myself. Køhler had signed it. There are advantages to spending three years being difficult about paperwork for a firm that owes you favors and wants a competitor's book cheap.

Trieste in a bora is a city holding its breath. The wind comes down off the karst in a wall and the sea goes white and the ropes on the flagpoles crack like small gunfire, and everyone walks with a hand on something. I walked with a hand on nothing. I had learned to lean into it years ago, on this same waterfront, back when this had been my city and my firm and my husband, and my body remembered the angle without asking me.

I took a room at a place on Via del Lazzaretto Vecchio, third floor, a window that showed a slice of the Canal Grande and the dome of Sant'Antonio at the head of it. I did not take a room at the Savoia, where I had once had a standing account, because the Savoia's night manager had known me for a decade and Haugh did not stay at places like that. I unpacked in four minutes. I own very little on purpose. Then I went down to the water because I could not make myself sit in the room and wait for a morning that had taken three years to arrive.

There is a café on the Riva that faces the Molo Audace, and I sat outside it in the wind with a coffee I did not want, and that is where I saw him.

Desmond.

He was across the road, at the head of the Molo, alone, in a coat that cost more than my room for a month, and he was looking at the water the way I had once seen him look at a set of quarterly numbers he could not fix. Older. The grey had come in at his temples and gone further than early grey had any right to. Heavier through the shoulders, though he had always been a big man, built like something you would want on your side of a wall. He had his hands in his pockets and his back to the city and he did not know I was there, forty meters away, watching a stranger who had once said yes to letting the world call me a fool.

I checked myself for the thing I had come home to feel. The anger. The clean, cold, useful thing I had carried across three years and packed in my one bag along with the false name and the document.

I did not feel it. That was the first surprise, and I filed it, because surprises in this business are always data.

What I felt, watching my husband stand alone at the end of a pier in a wind that could take a man off his feet, was that he looked like someone standing at the end of a pier because the office had a wall in it he did not want to sit behind. I knew that wall. I had helped build the building around it.

Then a dog came down the Riva.

It was a harbor dog, the kind that belongs to the port rather than to any person, brindle and low and scarred across the muzzle where something had once caught it. It came along the sea rail at a working trot, on business of its own, and it stopped at my table and looked at me with the flat assessment of an animal deciding whether I was worth the effort of being charming. I had half a cornetto I did not want. We came to an understanding. It sat by my chair with its scarred face to the wind and I put my hand on its head, and across the road Desmond turned from the water and walked back into the city without ever seeing me, and I let him go, because it was not yet time.

"You have a friend," the waiter said, meaning the dog, disapproving of it.

"He has a friend," I said. "I have a business appointment."

I gave the dog the rest of the cornetto under the table where the waiter would pretend not to see, and I finished the coffee I did not want, and I got out my phone and read, one more time, the engagement letter and the ninety-day audit schedule and the list of documents Marchetti-Rask was legally obliged to open to me once the audit began.

At the bottom of my own bag, in a folder with no label, was the reason all of it would work. A due-diligence file I had assembled over three years, quietly, at night, from records Van Duyn had every right to hold and no reason to read. It proved that the story Trieste had agreed to tell about me was false. It proved that the near-collapse of Marchetti-Rask three years ago had not been my recklessness. And in the hands of a merger partner about to buy the firm, it would give me the leverage to take a controlling position in the very company that had thrown me out, and to remove Desmond Marchetti from it the way he had removed me. Signature. Corridor. Wind.

I did not take the folder out at the café. You do not clean a weapon in public. But I put my hand flat on the outside of the bag, over the place where it lay, the way you touch a thing to be sure it is still there, and the dog leaned its scarred head against my shin, and the bora came down off the karst and turned the sea to chalk, and I sat in my own city under a name that was not mine and let the last of the coffee go cold.

Home, I thought, and did not know yet how many kinds of wrong that word was going to turn out to be.

—-
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Chapter Two

The Receipts
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Wren Okafor arrived from Rotterdam on the Thursday, which she announced by leaving a voicemail that consisted entirely of a long sigh and the words, "This city smells like fish and regret, where are you."

I met her at the station. Trieste Centrale is a grand shabby hall with a glass roof the pigeons have colonized, and she came down the platform out of a cloud of them in a good coat and terrible shoes for a bora, dragging a hard case with one wheel that had given up on the concept of turning. She hugged me hard, once, the way she does everything, then held me at arm's length and studied my face like a claim she suspected of fraud.

"You look," she said, "like a woman who has made a decision."

"I made it three years ago."

"You look like a woman who's about to act on one. Different animal entirely." She let go of me and looked around the hall, at the departure board, at the café with its steamed windows, at a poster for a ferry to Piran. "So this is the scene of the crime. I pictured it colder. I don't know why I pictured it colder, you told me it was on the sea."

"Give it an hour. The wind's coming."

"Of course it is." She surrendered the broken case to me because I reached for it and she was not going to fight me over a wheel. "Feed me and show me the paper. In that order. I'm tired and I'm mean when I'm hungry and you need me clever, not mean."

We took a table at the back of a buffet on Via di Cavana, one of the old ones, no menu, a woman at the counter who tells you what there is and looks wounded if you want something else. There was ham and there was boiled pork and there was a plate of sardoni in savor, and there was a house Vitovska in a jug, and Wren tasted the wine and pronounced it "aggressively fine," which from her is a compliment with its collar turned up. The room was warm and loud. A family near the window was conducting a cheerful argument about football, three generations of it, and a baby in a high chair was working through the physics of throwing a spoon and finding the results reliable.

I waited until the food came. Then I put the folder on the table, between the bread basket and the oil, and I turned it to face her, and I let her read.

Wren reads a ledger the way other people read a face. She went quiet the way she goes quiet, which is total, the noise of the room closing over her like water. Her thumb moved down a column. Her mouth did nothing at all. Once she pulled a page half out of the stack, looked at it against the light from the window, and slid it back exactly
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