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Prologue

	ROURKE

	The conference table was the same one we had used for every significant decision in the four years we were married. I had chosen it myself from a supplier in Asheville — solid walnut, eight feet long, the kind of surface that conveyed permanence without ostentation, which was the aesthetic principle I applied to everything in my professional life and apparently nowhere in my personal one. It was a Tuesday in March, and the light through the floor-to-ceiling windows on the south side of my office came in flat and grey the way Atlanta light does in early spring, before the season commits to anything, before the city sheds its winter restraint and becomes the place it wants to be.

	Sloane sat across from me. She had worn a cream blouse — I remember that with the kind of specificity that embarrasses me now — and her hair was pulled back in the way she wore it when she wanted to appear composed, which was different from the way she wore it when she actually was. I had learned that distinction somewhere in year two of our marriage and had filed it away as information without ever doing anything useful with it, which is a fairly accurate summary of my failures as a husband.

	The lawyer, a man named Gerald Hartley whose firm I had used for twelve years across four major acquisitions, sat to my left with his hands folded on the papers. He had the practiced stillness of someone who had witnessed enough of these moments to know that anything he said would be wrong, so he had chosen silence, and I had never respected him more than I did in that particular moment.

	Sloane looked at the papers. She did not look at me.

	I had expected something. I want to be honest about that, because the dishonesty of pretending I went into that meeting without expectations was one of the things Sloane would eventually name for me, and I was tired of it even before she did. I had expected resistance, or grief, or some version of the conversation we had never managed to have during the eighteen months before she reached out to Gerald's office and initiated the process herself. I had expected her to want something from me — not in a mercenary sense, not the way that sounds — but in the way that people who have loved each other and lost it usually want something, even if that something is only acknowledgment. A concession. The admission that it mattered.

	She picked up the pen Gerald had placed on her side of the table. Her hand did not tremble. She turned to the first tabbed page and signed her name in the clean, deliberate script she used for everything that required her full attention, and I watched her do it the way you watch something happen that you cannot stop and would not stop even if you could, because stopping it would require you to say something true, and I had run out of true things several months before that Tuesday in March.

	When she had signed every page Gerald indicated, she set the pen down parallel to the edge of the document. A small thing. The kind of detail no one else in the room would have noticed. But I noticed, because in four years I had learned that Sloane expressed her interior life in the precision of small physical gestures more than in any words she chose to speak, and setting that pen down parallel to the edge of the document was her way of closing something.

	She looked up at me then. Not with anger. Not with the particular brittle brightness that people use to disguise that they are devastated. She looked at me with the clear, quiet regard of someone who had already done her grieving in a place I never had access to, and she said, "I think we both know this is right."

	I said, "Yes." Because I could not think of a single thing that was more true or more dishonest at the same time, and because the version of me sitting at that walnut table had not yet learned that silence in the face of something important was not the same thing as agreement. It was its own kind of leaving.

	Gerald gathered the papers. Sloane stood, picked up the soft leather folio she carried instead of a handbag, and said something brief and courteous to Gerald about his office sending the final copies to her new address. Her new address. She had already moved. I had known that, of course — we had been sleeping in separate rooms for three months before she spoke to Gerald, and the move to the apartment in Inman Park had been accomplished with the same quiet efficiency she brought to everything she decided to do. But hearing her say the words to another person made it concrete in a way that my own knowledge of it had not.

	She did not say goodbye to me. She nodded — the kind of nod that means everything has been said that needs to be said — and she walked out of my office, and I heard the outer door close, and Gerald said something about scheduling a call to review the final distribution of assets, and I told him that would be fine, and I sat at the walnut table for a very long time after he left, looking at the flat March light coming through the windows, and did not once think of a single thing I should have done differently.

	That came later. The thinking. The inventory of every decision I had made and every thing I had not said and every evening I had prioritized a conference call over a dinner table and every version of her I had failed to actually see. That came in the months that followed, quietly and without mercy, the way all genuine reckonings do. It came at odd hours. In the middle of presentations. During flights. It came most reliably on Sunday mornings, when the penthouse I had bought after the divorce was at its most silent and I had no work to redirect myself with, and I would stand at the kitchen window with a cup of coffee and understand, with a clarity I had never managed when it might have been useful, exactly what I had allowed to happen.

	Eighteen months passed. I became, by every measurable standard, more successful. The Calloway Group closed three major acquisitions, broke ground on two flagship developments, and received a profile in a national business publication that described me as one of the most significant real estate developers operating in the American South. I read the profile once and thought about the walnut table and put the magazine in a drawer and did not take it out again.

	And then Jess put the Harlow contract on my desk on a Wednesday morning in September, with the board's stipulation highlighted in yellow, and I looked at the name of the firm the HOA board had specified by contract, and I understood that eighteen months, as it turned out, was not a sufficient distance between then and now.

	Merritt Studio. Sloane Merritt, principal.

	I sat with the document for a long time. The light through my Midtown office windows was different from the March light — warmer, more committed, the light of a city that had finally decided what season it wanted to be. I thought about calling Gerald. I thought about the legal cost of contesting the stipulation, which Jess had already calculated at the bottom of the page in the neat figures she used when she wanted to make a recommendation without appearing to make one.

	I thought about a cream blouse and a pen set down parallel to the edge of a document.

	I picked up my phone and called Jess and told her we would honor the contract.

	She said, "Understood," and nothing else, because Jess had been with me long enough to know when a decision had already been made in a place that had nothing to do with business.

	I set my phone down and looked at the name on the highlighted line for another long moment. Then I closed the folder, stood up, and went to my next meeting, which was the only thing I knew how to do with the feeling that was sitting in the middle of my chest like a stone that had been there so long I had stopped noticing its weight until the moment I tried to breathe normally around it and found I couldn't.

	 


Chapter One 

	SLOANE

	The Studio She Built

	The thing about mornings in the studio was that they belonged entirely to me.

	That was not a small thing. I had spent four years in a marriage where even the mornings had belonged, in some indirect way, to Rourke — to his schedule, his calls, the particular quality of stillness that settled over our Charleston townhouse when he left before six and I lay in the bed we shared listening to the sound of the front door closing with the soft, decisive click that I had eventually come to understand was the sound of my life organizing itself around an absence. So when I unlocked the studio on Edgewood Avenue at seven-fifteen on a Thursday morning in late September, when I turned the key in the lock I had chosen and stepped into the space I had designed from bare industrial concrete and original brick into something that looked exactly like the interior of my own mind, the particular quality of that belonging still registered. It still felt like something I had earned rather than simply acquired.

	The studio occupied the ground floor of a converted warehouse that had been, at various points in its history, a textile storage facility, a printing operation, and briefly, according to the building's original tenant records, a distributor of wholesale dry goods. I had found it two months after the divorce, when I was still living out of the Inman Park apartment and taking client calls from a borrowed desk in Petra's spare room, and I had stood in the empty space on a February afternoon with the grey Atlanta light falling through the high industrial windows and understood immediately what it could become. Not what it was. What it could become. That was the first time since the marriage ended that I had felt the particular clarity of vision that had always been my most reliable professional instinct, and I had leaned into it with both hands.

	The floors were original concrete, polished to a low sheen. The east wall was exposed brick, and I had left it exactly as I found it — rough in places, the old mortar still visible between the courses, the accumulated texture of a building that had been genuinely used. Two long worktables ran down the center of the space, their surfaces covered in the organized complexity of active projects: material samples, elevation drawings, client folders arranged by phase, the particular controlled disorder that looks chaotic from the outside and has a precise internal logic that I could navigate in the dark. The north corner held my desk, a midcentury drafting table I had restored myself in the first month after moving in, its surface angled at the degree I preferred for drawing and fitted with the lamp I had salvaged from a Decatur estate sale. Bookshelves lined the wall behind it — reference books, material catalogues, a rotating selection of architecture monographs, the two design school textbooks I kept not for nostalgia but because they still contained the most precise articulations of certain principles I returned to regularly.

	The south wall was glass from waist height to ceiling, looking onto a small courtyard with a pair of Japanese maples that had turned the deep, particular red of early autumn. I had added those trees in the second year of the lease, on a Saturday in November when Petra had helped me carry the root balls across the courtyard and we had spent three hours on our knees in the cold with our hands in the soil laughing at nothing, which was the kind of afternoon that the marriage had rarely produced and which I had come to understand was not a minor thing.

	I set my bag on the corner of the worktable and went to the coffee station — a narrow credenza against the interior wall, fitted with the espresso machine Petra had given me for my thirty-fifth birthday with a card that read you deserve things that work properly — and I made a double shot and stood at the south window watching the morning light move across the courtyard while the coffee cooled enough to drink. The Japanese maples were at their best in this particular week of September, just past the turn, the color at its most saturated before the leaves began to release. I had learned, in the two years I had tended them, that the window of peak color was shorter than it appeared — that what looked like a sustained moment was actually a series of days each slightly different from the last, and that the attention required to actually register the difference was a specific kind of attention, unhurried and present, that I had not been very good at during the years of my marriage and had taught myself since.

	I was aware that was not an innocent observation. I was aware, on most days, of the way my post-divorce life had arranged itself in quiet contrast to what came before it, and I had made a deliberate choice not to read that contrast as an ongoing argument with the marriage or with Rourke. The marriage was over. I had made peace with the way it ended, which had taken longer than I expected and less drama than most people assumed, and what I had now — the studio, the work, the mornings that belonged to me — was not a monument to what I had escaped. It was simply my life. I had built it. It was good.

	Petra arrived at eight-thirty, which was her standard time, and I heard her key in the lock before she pushed through the door with the energy she brought to every morning regardless of what the morning had done to deserve it, her coat over one arm and her phone in her hand and her expression already mid-conversation with something she had been composing on the walk from the parking lot.

	"The Linwood clients want to push the final presentation to Friday," she said, setting her coat on the rack beside the door and coming to the coffee station with the familiarity of someone who had been sharing this space long enough that it had reorganized itself around her presence without either of us formally acknowledging it. "I told them Thursday was the agreed date and that moving it would push our installation timeline by two weeks, and they said they understood completely and could we please move it to Friday."

	"Tell them Thursday," I said.

	"Already did. They said great, they look forward to it." She made her coffee and leaned against the credenza with the particular posture she used when there was something else, something she was deciding how to approach. I had known Petra Walsh for seven years, since we had met at a trade presentation in Buckhead when we were both still working for other people's firms, and I had become fluent in her body language in the way that you become fluent in the language of anyone you have spent enough sustained time with. The slight forward angle of her weight. The way the hand not holding the coffee mug found the edge of the credenza. She had something to say that she had not yet decided to say.

	I waited. The morning light had shifted across the courtyard, the maples now in partial shadow, the red deepened.

	"I got an email this morning," Petra said. "From the HOA board at the Harlow."

	The Harlow. I turned my coffee cup slightly on the windowsill. The Harlow was the project we had submitted for in July — a twenty-two story luxury residential tower in Buckhead that was approaching its interior phase, the kind of project that Merritt Studio was increasingly being sought for as our reputation in residential design expanded. We had put together a strong proposal. The board had been responsive. I had been cautiously optimistic in the way I allowed myself to be about things I wanted.

	"They accepted the proposal," I said. It was not quite a question.

	"They accepted the proposal." Petra's pause had a specific texture. "With one notation in the contract terms."

	I looked at her.

	"The developer holding the primary construction contract," she said, "is Calloway Group."

	The courtyard was very still. The red of the maples held its color in the partial shadow without any of the luminosity it had in direct light, which was a thing I knew about Japanese maples — that their color was most truthful in the shade rather than the sun, that what you saw in full light was almost too saturated to believe. I set my coffee cup down on the narrow sill with more care than the action required, and I was aware of my own hands, the deliberate steadiness of placing the cup down rather than allowing the small involuntary tremor I could feel working at the base of my wrists.

	"Rourke's company," I said. Not a question either.

	"Yes." Petra was watching me with the particular attention she gave to things that mattered. "The HOA board has an existing contract with Calloway Group for the full development. The board specified Merritt Studio for the interior design and model residence work, which means the two contracts run concurrently. We would be working alongside them. On-site. For approximately four months."

	Four months. I thought about the length of that and then I deliberately stopped thinking about the length of that, because the things that a thought like four months could unfurl, if I let it, were not productive at seven-forty on a Thursday morning when I had a full day of work in front of me.

	"What are the contract terms?" I asked.

	Petra set her coffee down and picked up her phone, turning it toward me so I could read the email from the board's administrator. I read it twice. The terms were good — better than good. The fee structure was generous for the scope of work, the timeline was clear, the board had included a provision for a creative oversight role that went beyond what we typically held in collaborative projects, which meant that Merritt Studio's design authority on the interior spaces would be contractually protected rather than subject to the developer's preferences.

	The developer's preferences. Rourke's preferences.

	I handed the phone back to Petra.

	"Send them the amended contract by end of day," I said. "Standard terms, our standard liability clause. If they need anything adjusted on the timeline provision, we can discuss it, but the creative oversight language stays exactly as written."

	Petra took her phone back without immediately moving. She was still watching me with that particular quality of attention. "Sloane."

	"I know," I said.

	"Do you want to talk about it?"

	"Not right now." I picked up my coffee and moved toward the worktable, toward the Linwood elevation drawings I needed to review before Thursday's presentation, toward the work that was mine and competent and entirely within my ability to manage. "Send the contract. Then let's get through the Linwood review before noon."

	Petra was quiet for a moment. Then she said, "Okay," in the tone she used when she was agreeing to table something rather than abandon it, and she went to her desk, and the studio settled back into its morning quiet, and I stood at the worktable and looked at the Linwood drawings and thought, for a moment that I allowed myself and then did not allow myself again, about a Tuesday in March and a pen set down parallel to the edge of a document.

	I signed the amended contract that evening, alone in the studio after Petra had gone home, at my drafting table with the lamp on and the courtyard dark outside the glass wall. The Japanese maples were invisible in the dark, which I knew was not the same as their being gone. I dated the signature September twenty-second, initialed the creative oversight clause, and sent it back to the HOA board's administrator with a brief, professional note.

	Then I turned off the lamp and sat in the dark for a few minutes, which I did sometimes when I needed to let something settle before I moved on from it.

	I told myself it was only a project. I had told myself true things before. I was generally good at it. I gathered my bag, locked the studio, and drove home through the Atlanta night, and if I thought about anything other than the Linwood presentation on the drive, I kept it where I had learned to keep things that were not yet ready to be looked at directly — in the peripheral space just outside the reach of whatever light I was currently working by.


Chapter Two

	SLOANE

	Petra did not sit down when she came back with the details. That was the first thing I noticed. She stood at the edge of the worktable with her phone in one hand and a printed copy of the email in the other, and she set the paper down in front of me with the care of someone placing something breakable on an uncertain surface. I was still standing at the Linwood drawings, a pencil in my hand, and I set the pencil down and looked at the paper without picking it up.

	"The board administrator sent the full contract package an hour ago," Petra said. "I've read through it twice."

	I looked at the printed page. The Harlow Development. HOA Board of Directors. Interior Design and Model Residence Contract. And beneath the project header, in the standard developer disclosure section that every HOA contract was required to include, the words Calloway Group, LLC, Primary Development Partner, in the unremarkable font that legal documents used for things they considered routine.

	I had known it was coming, in the abstract way you know something is coming when someone has already told you it is coming and you have chosen not to fully receive it. Petra had said the name twenty minutes ago. I had said the name back to her. But there is a difference between hearing a name spoken across a room and seeing it printed on a document you are about to sign, and the distance between those two experiences was something I felt in the space behind my sternum without being able to do anything useful about it.

	"Walk me through the stipulation," I said.

	Petra sat then, pulling the stool from beneath the near end of the worktable, and she set her phone beside the printed page and read from the contract administrator's email in the clear, organized way she had of presenting information she had already processed and reorganized for someone else's use. The stipulation was not complicated. The HOA board had engaged Calloway Group eighteen months ago for the full development of the Harlow tower, which included construction management, project oversight, and final delivery of the building to the residential association. Within that agreement, the board had retained the right to specify subcontractors for interior design work, a provision that was standard in luxury residential developments of this scale and that Calloway Group had accepted without modification. The board had exercised that provision in favor of Merritt Studio, by name, following a review of three firms' proposals, and the specification was written into the primary contract as a non-negotiable condition.

	Non-negotiable. I thought about that word for a moment. It was doing a specific kind of work in that sentence.

	"Which means Calloway Group cannot substitute another firm," I said.

	"Correct. And the board's administrator noted in a follow-up message that they were explicit with Calloway Group about that condition when they submitted their final accepted proposal." Petra paused. "Which means Rourke knew. Before they accepted the contract. He knew our firm was written in."

	I absorbed that. The morning had continued outside the studio windows while we had been standing at the worktable, the light shifting across the courtyard in the incremental way that light shifts when you are not watching it carefully, and the Japanese maples outside the glass were fully in shadow now, their color muted to something closer to burgundy than the vivid red of an hour ago. I noticed that without deciding to notice it.

	"What are the scope terms?" I asked.

	Petra turned to the contract package. Interior design consultation for all model residences, she read. Creative direction for lobby, common area, and amenity spaces. Material selection oversight. Final styling for photography and marketing purposes. A completion timeline of four months, beginning with a project kickoff meeting to be attended by representatives of both firms and the HOA board. The fee structure, when she read it, was the best we had been offered on a project of this type. The creative oversight provision was broad and clearly written, protecting Merritt Studio's design authority in a way that our standard contracts did not always achieve.

	I listened to all of it. I stood at the worktable with my hands flat on the surface among the Linwood drawings and I listened to the full scope of what we were being offered, and I did not allow myself to think about anything other than the professional terms until Petra had finished reading and set the phone down.

	"It's a good contract," she said.

	"It's a very good contract."

	"The creative oversight language is better than anything we negotiated on the Buckhead residential project."

	"I know."

	Petra was quiet for a moment. The studio held its particular morning silence, the low ambient sound of the city outside the high windows doing nothing to fill the specific quality of stillness that settled when Petra was waiting for me to say something I had not said yet.

	"The kickoff meeting," I said. "Who attends from Calloway Group?"

	"The contract specifies the project development lead and the primary developer." She paused briefly. "That would be Jess Vance as project lead. And Rourke as primary developer."

	Rourke. Not Rourke Calloway or Mr. Calloway or the Calloway Group representative. Just Rourke, in my own internal phrasing, the way I had always thought of him, the way you think of someone whose last name you once shared and then formally returned, and whose first name therefore carries a weight that no professional courtesy can neutralize.

	I picked up the printed page and read through the developer disclosure section myself. The font was exactly as unremarkable as I had noticed. Calloway Group, LLC. I read the full paragraph, then the one below it, then the creative oversight provision that Petra had highlighted in the pale yellow of her standard markup, and I read it carefully because reading contract language carefully was a thing I was genuinely good at and because genuine competence, applied to a familiar task, is a reliable way to keep yourself from drifting into the interior spaces where the less useful thoughts are waiting.

	I had rebuilt my life in the year and a half since the divorce with a degree of deliberateness that I was not sure I had applied to anything before it. Not the marriage. Not the years before the marriage when I had been moving through my career with the particular forward momentum that looks like intention from the outside and is sometimes only velocity. After Rourke, after the Tuesday in March when I had set the pen down and walked out of his office and driven to the Inman Park apartment with two suitcases and the specific quiet of someone who has already done all the crying that particular loss was going to require, I had rebuilt with both hands and full attention. The studio. The client list, grown from three referrals in the first month to a waitlist in the second year. The mornings that belonged to me. The Japanese maples in the courtyard. The routines and the solitude and the particular satisfaction of work that reflected exactly who I was without negotiation or accommodation.

	I thought about what four months of the Harlow project would cost that life. Not in practical terms. The practical terms were manageable. I was a professional and Rourke was a professional and we had demonstrated, on the one occasion we had been in the same room since the divorce, that we were both capable of civil behavior and legible courtesy. That occasion had been his company's charity gala seven months ago, which I had attended because a mutual client had invited me and I had decided that avoiding events because Rourke Calloway might also attend was a form of self-diminishment I was not willing to practice. We had spoken for perhaps four minutes near the bar, been perfectly polite to each other, and moved to opposite ends of the room without any visible difficulty. Four minutes. Four months was a different proposition.

	What it would cost was not the professional management of shared project meetings and site visits and the ordinary logistics of two firms working within the same development. I was capable of all of that. What it would cost was the particular quality of distance I had maintained between myself and anything that had the potential to reopen the question of the marriage, which I had answered and filed and closed with a care I had been proud of. Proximity to Rourke had a way of making that closed thing feel less thoroughly closed than I preferred. Not because I was not over the marriage. I was over the marriage. I was over it in the specific, substantive way that comes from having done the actual work of understanding why it ended and what your portion of the failure was and what you intended to do differently with the knowledge. I was
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