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Prologue

	The Night I Invented a Fiancé

	The champagne was warm.

	Nadia noticed this the way she noticed most things at events like this one — peripherally, with the particular exhaustion of a woman who had spent six years attending parties she couldn't afford to attend, wearing dresses she couldn't afford to own, smiling at people who held the financial future of other people's art in their soft, manicured hands. The champagne was warm. The room was cold. The view from the fortieth floor of 1 Vanderbilt was the kind of view that was supposed to make you feel something, all of Manhattan glittering forty stories below like a circuit board someone had set on fire.

	Nadia felt nothing except the specific dread of a woman who has just seen her ex-fiancé across a crowded room and has approximately four seconds to decide what to do about it.

	Derek.

	He hadn't seen her yet. He was laughing at something a man in a gray tuxedo had said, his head tilted back the way it always tilted when he was performing ease, which was always. He looked the same. That was the worst part. She had spent two years reconstructing her sense of self after he'd dismantled it so efficiently and so publicly, and he looked exactly the same — golden and careless and completely unbothered by the damage he left in rooms after he exited them.

	She turned away. The problem with turning away at a fundraising gala when you are the Director of Development of the foundation being honored tonight is that there is nowhere to go. Everywhere was a conversation she needed to have, a hand she needed to shake, a donor she needed to charm. She was, in the vocabulary of her job, working the room. The room had just gotten significantly more difficult to work.

	She grabbed a fresh glass from a passing tray. Still warm. Irrelevant.

	Don't look back. Don't look back. Don't —

	"Nadia."

	His voice. Right behind her. Of course.

	She turned around slowly, the way she had learned to turn around in situations that required composure, which was most situations in her life for the past two years.

	"Derek." She smiled. The smile cost her nothing, because she had practiced it until it cost nothing. "I didn't know you'd be here tonight."

	"I'm considering a gift to the foundation." He said it the way he said most things — as though it was obvious, as though she should be pleased. His eyes moved over her in a way that was assessment dressed as appreciation, and she felt the old familiar anger rise up through her chest like something she'd been keeping submerged finally breaking the surface. "You look well."

	"I am well." She was not going to say you too. She was absolutely not going to say you too.

	"We should catch up." He stepped slightly closer. Not enough to be flagrant. Enough to be a message. "I've been thinking about reaching out. I wasn't sure if —"

	"She's been a little hard to get to lately."

	The voice came from her left. Low, unhurried, and carrying the faint geographic ghost of somewhere in the British Isles. A hand settled at the small of her back — light, authoritative, completely without hesitation — and then a man stepped up beside her with the calm of someone who had decided to do something and was not reconsidering it.

	She had no idea who he was.

	He was tall, dark-suited, with the kind of face that had been arranged by genetics into something severe and would have been beautiful if it had ever been asked to soften. He was looking at Derek with an expression of complete pleasantness that contained, underneath the pleasantness, something considerably less pleasant.

	"Callum Rhys," he said, extending his free hand to Derek. Not warmly. Precisely. "And you are?"

	Derek shook it. Nadia watched Derek's face perform the rapid recalibration of a man who has just realized he is not the most powerful person in the conversation. "Derek Hale. We've actually been introduced — the Langford Capital dinner, two years ago."

	"Of course." Callum Rhys did not remember this. He was not pretending to remember it. He was simply acknowledging that Derek had spoken. Then he looked down at Nadia, and something shifted in his expression — not warmth exactly, but a very convincing approximation of it. "I'm sorry I'm late. You said not to pull you away from anything, so I was going to wait by the bar, but —" he glanced at Derek, then back at her, and the almost-smile on his face was the most perfectly calibrated thing she'd ever seen — "I decided I'd rather not."

	The hand at her back was still there.

	And this was the moment. The specific four-second window in which Nadia Voss could have said: actually, I don't know this man. She could have laughed it off. Could have stepped away. Could have let the awkward little truth of it dissolve the way awkward little truths dissolved at parties like this one, in rooms like this one, among people who were far too polished to make anything of it.

	She didn't.

	"He hates waiting," she said instead. She heard herself say it the way you hear yourself say something in a dream — one beat behind, slightly amazed. She looked up at Callum Rhys, this complete stranger who had materialized at her elbow and decided to be useful, and she said the next part clearly and with full knowledge of what she was doing: "Derek, this is my fiancé."

	Derek's face did the thing she had wanted it to do for two years.

	She would examine the rest later. The way Callum's hand pressed fractionally firmer at her back — acknowledgment, not surprise. The way he handled the next four minutes of conversation with Derek with the ease of a man for whom this kind of performance was not even mildly taxing. The way Derek excused himself, eventually, with a smile that no longer reached anything.

	She would examine all of it later.

	Right now she felt the champagne go cold in her hand, finally, and registered that Callum Rhys had not moved away from her side, and understood, in the particular clear-eyed way she understood things she didn't want to be true, that the lie she had just told had legs.

	She just didn't know yet where they were going to take her.

	Later — when she was three months deep into the most complicated thing that had ever happened to her, when she knew the exact weight of a certain kind of silence and the specific way certain eyes looked at her in a Hamptons kitchen at six in the morning — she would think about this moment.

	She would think: I had four seconds.

	She would think: I knew exactly what I was doing.

	She would think: I had no idea whatsoever.

	
CHAPTER 1

	Forty Floors and One Bad Decision

	He pulled her aside twelve minutes after Derek Hale disappeared into the crowd.

	Not aggressively. Not dramatically. His hand closed around her elbow with the same calm authority with which he seemed to do everything — as though he had decided to do it and the only remaining question was the logistics — and he said, quietly, "Walk with me," and steered her toward the far end of the room where the floor-to-ceiling windows met a corner that was, by the geometry of the party's social gravity, temporarily empty.

	Nadia walked. She was furious at herself for walking. She walked anyway.

	The city was absurd from up here. All of it visible and none of it real — cab headlights moving in slow arterial pulses, the dark mouth of Central Park swallowing the upper grid, the East River a black seam running along the borough's edge. She had never been on this floor of this building before. She thought about this, briefly, as a way of not thinking about what had just happened.

	"You're going to want to explain that," she said, before he could speak.

	"I was going to say the same thing to you."

	She turned to look at him directly for the first time. Up close he was — she needed a word that wasn't intimidating, so she chose precise. Everything about him was precise. The cut of the suit. The way he held himself. The specific economy of his attention, which was currently entirely on her, and which she felt the way you feel something that has weight.

	"You heard me tell someone I was engaged," she said. "To you. Specifically. You had the option to correct that."

	"I did."

	"You didn't."

	"No." He said it without apology. He said most things without apology, she would learn, not out of arrogance but out of a fundamental orientation toward the facts of a situation. "I've dealt with Derek Hale professionally. I know what he is. I didn't think you needed him to know I'd never met you." He looked at her for a moment. "That was the right call."

	She wanted to argue with this. The problem was that he was correct. "What do you want?"

	He almost smiled. It didn't quite reach completion — like a door that opens an inch and then stops. "You're direct."

	"I'm tired and there's a room full of people I still need to talk to and I've had a very strange eleven minutes. What do you want?"

	He reached into his jacket pocket and produced a business card, which he held out to her. She looked at it. Callum Rhys. Rhys Capital. Managing Partner. A number. Nothing else.

	"I need a fiancée," he said, "for approximately six weeks. Four events, one weekend in the Hamptons, and whatever background maintenance keeps it believable in the meantime. In exchange, I'll facilitate an introduction to a donor who can cover your foundation's operating gap for the next three years. Anonymously, at your discretion, no board involvement required."

	Nadia stared at him.

	"You know who I am," she said.

	"I know what your foundation does. I know your primary funder is reconsidering their commitment. I know you have about thirty days before that becomes a structural problem." He said this without smugness. He said it the way people stated facts when they had done their homework and considered it their baseline obligation to do so. "I'm not threatening you with that information. I'm telling you I came prepared."

	"You came prepared," she repeated. "To a charity gala. With a business proposition for the woman you just pretended to be engaged to."

	"To be accurate, you started the engagement." That almost-smile again. "I'm proposing we finish it professionally."

	She looked at the card in her hand. She looked at the city forty floors below. She thought about the email she'd read three weeks ago from their primary funder — reviewing our philanthropic commitments — and the specific quality of dread that had settled in her sternum since, the kind that woke her up at three in the morning with a list of people she couldn't afford to let down: the emerging artists, the grants, the two full-time staff who had taken below-market salaries because they believed in what she was building.

	She thought about Derek's face when she'd said fiancé.

	"No," she said.

	She handed him the card back.

	She went and worked the rest of the room, shook fifteen hands, had four substantive conversations about philanthropic priorities, drank one more glass of warm champagne, and took the elevator down forty floors with Josie at eleven-fifteen.

	"Who was that?" Josie asked, in the lobby, pulling her coat on. "The one in the corner with you."

	"Nobody," Nadia said.

	She had his card number memorized. She didn't know when that had happened.

	She called him nineteen days later.

	Not because she had changed her mind. Because the email she'd been half-expecting arrived, and it was worse than she'd prepared for — not a reduction, a full withdrawal, effective at the quarter, which gave her twenty-two days and eight hundred thousand dollars of empty air where her operating budget used to be. She sat at her desk in the West 57th Street office that smelled like old coffee and ambition and looked at the number she had memorized for nineteen days and called it.

	He answered on the first ring.

	"Nadia Voss," he said. Not a question.

	"I haven't agreed to anything," she said. "I have questions."

	"I know." There was the faint ambient sound of a city somewhere behind his voice — wind, traffic, altitude. He was outside, she thought. High up. "Ask them."

	"How do you know about my funding situation?"

	"I have people who track the philanthropic commitments of major family foundations. It's standard due diligence for the giving circles I participate in."

	"You participate in giving circles."

	"I sit on three boards. Yes."

	She absorbed this. "What exactly do you need a fiancée for? Specifically."

	A pause. She had the sense it was not a pause of hesitation but of selection — he was choosing what to give her and what to hold back. She filed this away. "My father is restructuring his estate. He wants to see me settled before he does. It matters to him in a way I've chosen to accommodate."

	"He's ill."

	"Yes."

	"How ill?"

	The pause this time was different. "Terminal," he said. "He has perhaps six months. I would like them to be — easier than they would otherwise be."

	She closed her eyes briefly. She had not expected that. She had prepared herself for something cynical and found something that had a different shape entirely.

	"The donor you mentioned," she said. "The anonymous introduction. How certain is that?"

	"I don't offer things I can't deliver."

	"Everyone says that."

	"I'm not everyone." He said it without arrogance. As though it was also simply a fact. "Ask Josie Park to look up the Rhys Capital Foundation's giving history. You have my name. It's not a short list."

	She opened her laptop and typed while he waited without impatience and found the list and her stomach did something complicated when she saw the numbers on it.

	"Okay," she said.

	"Okay you'll consider it, or okay you agree?"

	She looked at the withdrawal email still open on her second monitor. She thought about the artists. She thought about the staff. She thought about Derek's face and the forty-floor view and the specific precision of a man who'd read the room in eleven seconds and made a call.

	"Okay I have more questions," she said, "and I'd like to ask them in person."

	"Tuesday," he said. "Dinner. I'll send an address."

	"I'll pick the restaurant."

	A beat. The almost-smile, she could have sworn, was happening somewhere on the other end of the phone. "Fine."

	She hung up.

	Josie appeared in the doorway of her office with the expression of a woman who has been eavesdropping and is not pretending otherwise. "That was him," she said. "The nobody from the gala."

	"I'm having dinner with him Tuesday."

	"The nobody from the gala."

	"It's a professional arrangement."

	"Sure." Josie leaned against the doorframe. "He's the one who said there you are like he'd been looking for you."

	"He was improvising."

	"He looked like a man who does not improvise." Josie tilted her head. "He looked like a man who decided something and then did it."

	Nadia looked at her screen. At the withdrawal email. At the number she had memorized in nineteen days without meaning to.

	"Go away, Josie," she said.

	Josie went. She was smiling when she did.

	
CHAPTER 2

	The Terms

	She picked a restaurant he would never have chosen.

	This was deliberate. She had spent enough time in rooms that were built to make certain people feel powerful — rooms that whispered you belong here to the people who could afford the minimum spend and said nothing at all to everyone else — and she was not going to let Callum Rhys set the stage for this conversation. So she chose Valentina's, a thirty-seat Italian place on West 46th Street with wine-colored walls and tables close enough together that you could hear your neighbor order dessert, and she arrived seven minutes early and took the chair that faced the door.

	He arrived exactly on time.

	She watched him come in — watched the way the restaurant rearranged itself slightly around his presence without him appearing to notice or require it. He was in a dark suit again, no tie tonight, and he looked briefly at the room with the calm assessment of a man who was accustomed to rooms being different from this one and had decided this one was fine. He found her immediately. She had the impression he had found her immediately from the moment he walked in the door and the looking was courtesy, not necessity.

	He sat across from her, folded his hands on the table, and said, "Good choice."

	"You've been here before?"

	"No." He picked up the menu. "Which is why it's a good choice."

	She wasn't sure what to do with that. She ordered a glass of Barolo from the server and watched Callum order water and the tagliatelle without looking at the menu again and felt the specific calibration of a woman who had met a new kind of person and was still solving for the category.

	"Ground rules," she said, when the server left.

	"I assumed you had a list."

	She had a list. She had written it on her phone at six-thirty this morning and revised it twice on the subway and once more in the elevator going up to the office. She did not take her phone out. She knew the list.

	"We agree on a story. How we met, how long we've been together, how it progressed. Nothing complicated. The simpler the better — it's harder to crack a simple story."

	"Agreed."

	"I stay in my apartment. I don't move into —" she paused. "Where do you live?"

	"845 Park."

	Of course he did. "I don't move into 845 Park. We maintain separate residences. The engagement is recent enough that that's believable."

	He looked at her steadily. "The Hamptons weekend won't work if you're not there."

	"I can drive up for the weekend."

	"My father is perceptive," he said. "If you arrive with a weekend bag and leave Sunday afternoon, he'll notice."

	"Then I'll manage the timeline so it makes sense. People commute —"

	"Nadia." He said her name with the same directness he applied to everything, and it stopped her more than she wanted it to. "My father has been in finance for forty years. He has spent his entire adult life reading rooms and people. He survived things that required reading rooms and people with precision. If there is a detail that's off, he'll find it." A pause. "I'm not asking you to be uncomfortable. I'm asking you to understand what we're actually doing here."

	She looked at him across the small table. The wine-colored walls made the light warm, which was inconvenient. "What are we actually doing here?"

	"We are constructing something that needs to hold up under scrutiny from someone who loves me and therefore has every reason to look for cracks." He said it simply. "That requires commitment to the performance."

	"You want me to move in."

	"Guest suite. Separate floor. Your own bathroom, your own entrance key, whatever you need to make it workable. The point is that when my father asks where you keep your coffee — and he will ask, because that's the kind of question that exposes a lie — you have an answer."

	Nadia picked up her wine glass. Set it down without drinking. "Why does your father need you to be engaged? Specifically. You glossed over that on the phone."

	He was quiet for a moment. That selection-pause again — choosing his denominations. "The family trust has a governance structure that gives me controlling interest in the voting shares as long as I'm — his word — established. When my father's estate restructures on his death, the definition of established becomes relevant. His interpretation of the term has always been personal. A partner. A life." Something moved through his expression briefly, like weather crossing a clear sky. "He built something and he wants to know it's going to a person, not a position."

	"And without the engagement?"

	"Certain shares revert to the board rather than passing directly to me. I retain a stake, but not control." He said it flatly. "I've spent fifteen years building this firm. I'm not losing its direction to a board vote because I haven't found time to get married."

	"That's not your father wanting you settled," Nadia said carefully. "That's your father applying leverage."

	"Both things can be true."

	She looked at him. He looked back at her. The restaurant went on around them — laughter from the next table, the clink of someone's fork, the warm specific smell of garlic and butter and old wine — and she thought: this man is telling me the truth right now. She wasn't sure why she was sure of that. She was sure of it.

	"I have conditions," she said.

	"I know."

	"You don't know all of them."

	"Tell me the rest."

	She took a breath. "Derek Hale cannot find out this isn't real. I don't care what that requires. He cannot find out."

	Callum's expression didn't change. "Understood."

	"My staff can't know. Josie already knows the gala part — there's nothing I can do about that — but as far as anyone else is concerned, this is real."

	"Also understood."

	"And when it ends —" she looked at him steadily — "it ends cleanly. No ambiguity. We agree on a story for that too. Mutual decision, mutual respect, no fault. I don't want to be the woman who broke Callum Rhys's heart, and I don't want to be the woman Callum Rhys was done with. We're adults who tried something and decided it wasn't right."

	"Fine."

	"And the donor introduction happens at the end. When we end things. Not before."

	He tilted his head, marginally. "You don't trust me to hold up my end."

	"I don't know you."

	"Fair." He didn't seem offended. "Counter-condition: if you break the arrangement early — walk away before the six weeks are up — the introduction doesn't happen."

	"I won't break it early."

	"I know." He said it with a certainty that should have been presumptuous and wasn't. "But I need it on the record."

	She nodded. "The cover story. We met —"

	"Six months ago." He had this already. "A board dinner for the Meridian Arts Initiative. You were there representing your foundation. I was there as a board member. We were seated next to each other."

	She went still. "The Meridian dinner was real. I was there."

	"I was also there." He watched her absorb this. "We weren't introduced. But if anyone checks the guest list — and someone will — we were both in that room."

	She stared at him. "You already built the cover story before we sat down."

	"I told you I came prepared."

	"You said that at the gala. That was before you knew I'd call."

	"I said I came prepared to the gala," he said. "I didn't know you'd call. I thought it was likely." He picked up his water glass. "The story writes itself from there. We spoke. We had dinner a week later. It moved quickly, which explains the relative surprise of the announcement. Engagements after six months are not unusual."

	"And you propose at —"

	"I took you to the Cloisters on a Sunday in April," he said. "Early enough that the museum was quiet. You'd told me — at the Meridian dinner — that you'd been meaning to go back since grad school and kept not finding the time."

	Nadia's throat did something she immediately shut down. "That's a good detail."

	"It's a true detail," he said. "You mentioned it in an interview with ArtsWire in 2022. I read the profile."

	"You read a 2022 interview of mine."

	"I was interested in your foundation's model." He said it without inflation. "I'm thorough."

	She looked at him for a long moment. The tagliatelle arrived. He thanked the server with a brevity that was not rudeness but efficiency. She watched him. She was solving for the category again and finding she needed more variables.

	"There's one more thing," she said.

	"Go ahead."

	"When we're in public." She chose her words. "There will be — contact. That's part of the performance. I need to know that stays in performance parameters. Nothing that's —" she paused — "editorially ambiguous."

	He looked at her. "Editorially ambiguous," he repeated.

	"I don't want to be in a situation where I'm unclear about what's choreography and what isn't."

	"You're asking me to behave myself."

	"I'm asking you to be clear," she said. "There's a difference."

	He was quiet for a moment. Something in his expression shifted in a way she couldn't fully read — something that was either amusement or its more complicated cousin. "I'll be clear," he said. "You'll always know where the line is with me."

	"Okay."

	"The same applies in the other direction."

	She raised an eyebrow. "I'm aware of where the line is."

	"Good." He reached into his jacket pocket and produced an envelope, which he set on the table between them. "The terms. Written. You can have your lawyer review if you'd like."

	"I'm not signing a contract for a fake engagement."

	"It's not a contract. It's a record — what we've agreed to tonight, the compensation, the timeline. So that neither of us can misremember." He left it there. "You don't have to take it."

	She picked it up. She put it in her bag.

	"The guest suite," she said.

	"Whenever you're ready."

	"I want to see it before I decide."

	"Thursday," he said. "I'll be home by seven."

	Home. She noted the word. She noted the way he said it without affect, which told her something about a man for whom a penthouse at 845 Park Avenue was simply where he lived, not what he was.

	"Thursday," she agreed.

	She paid her half of the bill. He didn't argue, which she noted too. He walked her to the curb and when a cab pulled up, he opened the door and then didn't touch her — didn't perform the gesture further, didn't reach for her hand or her elbow. He just stepped back and let her go, and she got in the cab and didn't look back.

	She looked back.

	He was still on the curb, jacket pushed back slightly by the November wind, watching the cab pull into traffic. Not performing. Just watching. Like a man who was accustomed to watching things until he understood them completely.

	She faced forward and opened the envelope in her lap.

	The terms were exactly what he'd described. The timeline, the events, the compensation structure. Clean, precise, nothing ambiguous. At the bottom of the last page, written by hand in a script that was angular and certain:

	The Cloisters. April 14th. Before the crowds.

	A date that had already happened. That she hadn't known about. That now existed in the architecture of a story they were going to tell people.

	She folded the paper carefully along its original crease.

	She thought about a room six months ago — the Meridian dinner, the long table, the conversations she'd had that evening about funding and vision and the particular challenge of sustaining art in a city that ate everything — and she thought about the fact that somewhere in that room, a man she'd never spoken to had noticed her, and she hadn't known.

	She didn't know what to do with that yet.

	The cab crossed into the park. The city came apart and reassembled itself on the other side, as it always did, changed and unchanged.

	She put the envelope in her bag next to her phone and looked out the window at the dark water of the reservoir as they passed it, all of it glinting, nothing giving anything away.

	
CHAPTER 3

	845 Park

	The building was the kind of building that didn't announce itself.

	Nadia had walked past 845 Park Avenue before — you walked past it the way you walked past all the old-money limestone towers on the upper corridor, aware of them the way you were aware of monuments, which was to say: registering their presence without expecting to be invited inside. There was no marquee, no obvious concierge visible from the street, no architectural gesture that said look at me. Just the stone, pale and certain in the November dark, and a door that a man in a gray uniform opened before she had finished climbing the steps.

	"Ms. Voss," he said. He knew her name. Of course he did.

	"Hi." She smiled at him the way she smiled at everyone whose name she didn't know — genuinely, because she had not yet learned to be careless with people — and went inside.

	The lobby was not what she expected.

	She had been bracing for a certain kind of wealth: the performative kind, all marble and chandelier and the aggressive square footage of rooms designed to remind you what you couldn't afford. What she found instead was quieter and more serious — dark wood paneling, a Turkish rug that had been walked on long enough to become beautiful, a desk where a second uniformed man nodded and directed her toward the elevator without being asked. The art on the walls was real. Not real in the sense of expensive, though it was; real in the sense that someone had chosen it because they wanted to live with it. A Klee. A small Basquiat drawing in a thin frame. A photograph she recognized — Dawoud Bey, from the Harlem series — hung where the light hit it exactly right.

	She stood in front of it for three seconds longer than she meant to.

	The elevator opened on the forty-first floor directly into an entryway — no hallway, no numbered door, just a vestibule of pale stone that opened into the apartment itself, and Callum standing in it with his jacket off and his sleeves rolled to the elbow, which was the first time she had seen him in any state adjacent to casual and it did not simplify anything.

	"You found it," he said.

	"The doorman knew my name."

	"I described you."

	"How."

	He looked at her for a moment. "Accurately," he said, and stepped back to let her in.

	The apartment was enormous in the way that certain spaces are enormous without shouting about it — the ceilings high enough to change the quality of the air, the rooms proportioned to each other with an intention that felt architectural rather than accidental. Floor-to-ceiling windows on the south and west walls gave the city back to her from a new angle, all of midtown glittering below the park's dark rectangle. She had looked up at buildings like this one her whole adult life. She had not thought carefully enough about what it would feel like to look out from one.

	She kept her face neutral and looked around instead.

	The space was spare in the extreme. Not cold — that was what surprised her. She had been expecting the curation of a man who lived alone and used beautiful objects as a substitute for presence, all hard surfaces and nothing soft. What she found was different. There were books — actual books, not the arranged-for-effect kind, but read ones, with broken spines and occasional pages folded at the corners. A blanket over the arm of a dark leather sofa. A coffee cup on the table beside it that hadn't been tidied before she arrived. She noted this: he hadn't cleaned up for her.

	She noted, too, the piano in the corner near the west windows. An upright, older, its finish worn at the keys. It had been played. Regularly, recently, by the look of the bench.

	"You play," she said.

	"When I need to think."

	"What do you play?"

	"Poorly." He said it without self-deprecation — just fact. "But the playing is not the point."

	She walked toward the windows and looked out at the park. Thirty blocks of darkness in the middle of all that light. She had always loved that about New York — the way the park refused the city, every night, stubbornly dark while everything around it burned.

	"The guest suite," she said.

	He led her through the main room and down a short hallway that opened onto a second wing — its own sitting room, a bedroom with a door that locked from the inside, a bathroom with a window that faced east and caught the morning light. The suite was separate enough that she could come and go from it without crossing the main living space. There was a private elevator key on the dresser. He had put it there before she arrived.

	"The kitchen is shared," he said from the doorway. "I'm typically up at five-thirty. If you want the space to yourself in the morning, six-thirty is safe."

	"You cook?"

	"Coffee." A pause. "Occasionally eggs."

	She looked around the room. The bed was made with the efficiency of someone who'd never thought about thread count — just clean, tight, functional. The dresser was empty. There was a closet, also empty, with wooden hangers.

	"You'd want some of your things here," he said. "For the father question."

	"The coffee question."

	"The coffee question." He leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed, and watched her look at the room the way she'd been noticing he watched things — completely, without pretense of doing anything else. "You'd be comfortable here."

	"You don't know what I'm comfortable with."

	"I know you left a functioning job at a larger institution to build something from nothing in a lower-rent office on West Fifty-seventh Street," he said. "You're not someone who needs luxury. You need the room to work."

	She turned to look at him. "That's from the ArtsWire interview."

	"There was a follow-up piece in the nonprofit sector journal two years ago. You were more specific in that one."

	She stared at him. "How much of my published record have you read?"

	Something almost moved across his face. "Enough to know the Cloisters detail would hold."

	She wanted to be annoyed by this and found it was more complicated than annoyance. There was something disarming about being known — even partially, even at this remove — by someone who wasn't pretending it was accidental. Most people who paid attention to her did it for what she could do for them. This felt like a different species of attention entirely, and she didn't have a clean file to put it in.

	"The events," she said, moving back to solid ground. "What are they?"

	He listed them without consulting anything: a private dinner with two of his firm's senior partners and their wives, a benefit concert at the Met, an industry awards ceremony in December, and the Hamptons weekend with his father. The dinner was in ten days.

	"Ten days," she said.

	"That's why I need you to start bringing things here."

	She looked at the dresser. At the wooden hangers. At the elevator key sitting on the dresser like a fact that had already been decided.

	"I'll bring some things Saturday," she said.

	"I'll be out until two."

	"I know how to unpack without supervision."

	The almost-smile. "I'll leave the key with the front desk."

	She walked back out through the sitting room and into the main space and stopped in front of the piano on her way to the entryway. Up close it was older than she'd thought — a mid-century upright, German, the kind of instrument that had been built to last longer than anyone who bought it. The fallboard was up. The keys were exposed. She did not touch them.

	"What does your father think about —" she started.

	"He knows I work too much and live too cleanly and have not made time for anything he considers essential." He came to stand a few feet from her, not close, not far. "He has been saying this for approximately a decade. He'll be relieved, which makes it easier and also slightly more complicated."

	"Complicated how?"

	"He'll care about you." He said it simply. "Not the idea of you. Specifically you, once he's met you. He cares about people specifically. It's inconvenient."

	Nadia looked at him. "And that's a problem because —"

	"Because when this ends, he'll notice." His voice was even. "I'll manage that. I'm telling you so you understand what you're walking into. Edmund Rhys is not a set piece. He's a person."

	"I know how to talk to people."

	"I know you do." He said it without condescension. He said it like he meant it. "That's the part that concerns me slightly."

	She frowned. "You're concerned that I'm too genuine."

	"I'm concerned that you'll be genuine with my father and he'll be genuine back, and it will make the end of this harder than the contract anticipated." He looked at her steadily. "I want you to know that going in. So you can prepare for it."

	She didn't have a ready answer for that. She thought about Edmund Rhys — dying in a Hamptons estate, wanting to see his son settled, perceptive enough to find the cracks in anything. She thought about the specific kind of grief that came from watching someone love a lie without knowing it was one.

	"I'll be careful," she said.

	"I know." He moved toward the entryway. "Can I get you anything before you go? Coffee, or —"

	"It's nine o'clock."

	"Right." He said it like this was new information, like nine o'clock was a concept he occasionally forgot to track. She looked at him in the entry light and thought: he doesn't sleep enough. She didn't know why she thought it. His face, which was severe in the way of faces that have been held still for years, had something underneath it at nine o'clock on a Thursday in his own apartment that it hadn't had across the restaurant table. Not softness exactly. Just — less armor.

	"Saturday," she said.

	"Saturday."

	He walked her to the elevator and pressed the button and they stood in the small vestibule not talking and she was aware of the distance between them with an specificity that she immediately archived under irrelevant. The elevator opened. She stepped in.

	"Callum."

	He looked at her.

	"The piano." She kept her voice neutral. "What do you play when you need to think?"

	A pause. A real one, this time — not selection, not strategy. "Satie," he said. "Mostly."

	The elevator closed.

	She descended forty-one floors through the limestone body of a building that had kept its secrets for a hundred years and thought about Erik Satie, who had written music that sounded like being alone in a room and finding that the aloneness had a shape you could almost hold.

	She thought about a man at a piano in an apartment above the park at five-thirty in the morning, playing poorly, for reasons that had nothing to do with playing.

	She thought: I am going to have to be very careful.

	She brought things Saturday.

	Not many — a bag of clothes, her good coffee (which she kept, on principle, separate from whatever he had in that kitchen), her laptop, the two books she was currently in the middle of, her vitamins, the small framed print she kept on her nightstand at home. The print was a Romare Bearden — a postcard-sized reproduction, nothing valuable, bought from the museum shop years ago because the colors made her feel steady when the morning was difficult.

	She put it on the nightstand in the guest suite and stepped back and looked at it and the room looked immediately more like a place she could inhabit.

	She unpacked alone, as agreed. The apartment was quiet around her — his kind of quiet, she was already beginning to understand, which was not the quiet of absence but of someone who kept the volume of their life low by intention. She found extra towels in the bathroom cabinet, folded with the corners aligned. She found her half of the bathroom counter had been cleared, though he used the en suite in his own wing and this bathroom was functionally hers entirely. He had cleared it anyway.

	She put her things on the cleared counter and tried not to read into it.

	She made coffee in the kitchen at eleven o'clock and stood at the south window with her mug and looked at the park from forty-one floors up and felt the particular vertigo of a life that has moved into different weather than the forecast suggested. It wasn't bad weather. She couldn't say that. It was just — more complicated than the clean geometry of an agreement written on paper and signed with good faith.

	She was on her second cup when she found it.

	She hadn't been looking for anything. She was reading at the kitchen island, her laptop open to her foundation's accounts — the empty line where the primary funder's contribution should have been, the calculations she'd been running and re-running for weeks — when she reached past her mug for her phone charger and knocked a thin folder off the far end of the counter.

	Papers fanned out across the floor.

	She picked them up. She was already handing them back to the folder when the letterhead on the top sheet registered in her peripheral vision and she stopped.

	The Voss Foundation for Emerging Arts.

	Her foundation's name. On a document in Callum Rhys's kitchen.

	She stood very still and looked at it. It was an investment memorandum — an internal document, the kind generated when a foundation or fund considered making a significant grant. Her foundation's financials were attached. Her program metrics. A two-page assessment of her model's sustainability and growth potential, dated fourteen months ago, with handwritten notes in the margin in angular, certain script.

	His handwriting. She already knew it.

	She turned the pages slowly. The memo was thorough in the way all his things were thorough — the organizational analysis, the gap funding question, a section on founder profile that cited the ArtsWire piece and three other published sources and one thing she did not recognize: a transcript excerpt from a panel discussion she'd been on at a small conference in 2021 that she had not known was recorded.

	At the back of the memo was a wire transfer confirmation.

	She looked at the date. Looked at the amount. Looked at the recipient account number, which she recognized because she had looked at it in her own records three hundred times: the Voss Foundation operating fund, via an LLC called Meridian Bridge Partners, LLC.

	Meridian. The name of the dinner where their cover story began.

	Her throat closed around something that was not quite any single feeling but was made of several.

	Callum Rhys had been funding her foundation for fourteen months. Anonymously. Before the gala. Before the lie. Before any of this. He had read her work and assessed her model and decided, fourteen months ago, that it was worth his money — and then had transferred the funds through an LLC whose name was also, she now understood, the name of the dinner at which he had apparently been watching her from across a room while she talked about funding sustainability and had not known he existed.

	The apartment was very quiet.

	She put the folder back exactly as she had found it — or as close as she could reconstruct. She stood at the kitchen counter with her hands flat on the marble and looked at the park forty-one floors below and thought about the night of the gala. About there you are. About the business card and the prepared cover story and the wire transfer confirmation dated fourteen months ago.

	She thought: he came prepared to that gala in a way that predates the gala.

	She thought: he knows exactly who the anonymous donor is.

	She thought: he is the donor.

	She picked up her coffee mug. Set it down. Picked it up again.

	She heard the front door at one-fifty, which was ten minutes earlier than two o'clock, and she was back at the kitchen island with her laptop open and her face arranged by the time he came through the entryway.

	He looked at her. She looked at him. He was carrying a dry-cleaning bag in one hand and his phone in the other and he stopped in the hallway and read her expression in approximately one second.

	"What?" he said.

	"Nothing," she said. "I made coffee. There's some left if you want it."

	He looked at her for a moment longer. She held his gaze with everything she had — all six years of her professional smile, all the charity galas and board meetings and difficult conversations she'd held herself steady through.

	"Thank you," he said.

	He went to hang up the dry-cleaning.

	She looked at her laptop screen and waited for her heartbeat to regulate.

	She was in the middle of something considerably larger than a six-week agreement. She didn't know all the edges of it yet. She didn't know what it meant that he had funded her work before he'd ever spoken to her, or why the name Meridian connected their cover story to his giving vehicle, or what a man like Callum Rhys thought he was doing when he watched something from a distance and decided it was worth his investment before introducing himself to it.

	She needed those answers.

	She was going to need to be very careful about how she got them.

	
CHAPTER 4

	What Colleagues Do

	The first three days were professional.

	This was the word Nadia used when Josie called on Sunday evening and asked how it was going. Professional. Josie repeated it back with the intonation of a woman who had known Nadia for seven years and understood that professional was the word she reached for when the real word was something she hadn't finished identifying yet.

	"Professional like a business meeting," Josie said, "or professional like you're both pretending very hard."

	"Professional like we have an agreement and we're honoring it."

	"He cook you breakfast?"

	"We're on different schedules."

	"So no."

	"Josie."

	"I'm just asking questions." A pause. "Is he weird? He seemed a little weird at the gala. Like, handsome-weird. The kind of weird that's actually just intensity but you don't figure that out until —"

	"Good night, Josie."

	She hung up and looked at the ceiling of the guest suite and thought about the folder on the kitchen counter, which she had thought about approximately every forty minutes since Saturday afternoon.

	She had not asked him about it.

	She didn't know yet what she was going to do with knowing. The thing about information, in her experience, was that you had to decide what it meant before you could decide what to do about it, and she hadn't finished deciding what it meant that Callum Rhys had been watching her foundation from a distance for fourteen months before engineering a conversation in a room where they had actually both been. She kept turning it over. The possibility that it was coincidence had lasted approximately four minutes before she'd set it aside as structurally unsound. The possibility that it was sinister had lasted slightly longer before she'd set that aside too, because the wire transfer was real money into a real account and no one engineered a fake engagement out of a charity gala if the goal was something exploitative — there were simpler ways to exploit people.

	Which left her with something she didn't have clean language for yet. A man who had paid attention to her work long before he'd introduced himself to her. Who had then introduced himself to her in the most sideways, unexpected way possible — not as a donor, not with his name attached to anything, but as a stranger at her elbow who'd said there you are and held the door open on a lie she'd told.

	She didn't know what to do with that.

	So she did what she did with most things she wasn't ready to process: she set it aside in a labeled box in the back of her mind and functioned.

	Functioning, in the context of 845 Park Avenue, had its own specific texture.

	She learned his rhythms the way you learned the rhythms of any shared space — by the sounds of it, the patterns, the small geographical evidence of a life in motion. He was up before her every morning, which she knew because the coffee was always made when she got to the kitchen at seven, the pot still warm, a clean mug set on the counter beside it. Not her mug — a different one each time, pulled from the cabinet, as if he wasn't sure which one she'd want and was making the decision arbitrary so she could make it herself.

	She always took the one closest to the coffee pot.

	He left by seven-thirty. She heard the elevator from the guest wing — a muffled mechanical descent — and the apartment shifted into a quieter register. She worked from home most mornings, the foundation's accounts spread across her laptop at the kitchen island, the city enormous and indifferent outside the south window. It was, she had to admit, an extraordinarily good place to work. The silence was a different quality of silence than her Morningside Heights apartment, where the radiator made its opinions known at random intervals and the upstairs neighbor moved furniture at hours that suggested insomnia or mild instability. Here the silence was — chosen. Constructed. A forty-one-floor buffer between the noise of the world and whatever happened inside it.

	She found herself thinking more clearly than she had in months. She didn't examine this.

	He was home by seven most evenings. Sometimes later. She learned to track it by the elevator sound and the particular way the apartment's atmosphere changed when he was in it — not dramatically, nothing as legible as that, but the way a barometric pressure shifts before weather, the way a room reconfigures its quality of stillness when it is no longer empty.

	They ate separately the first three days, which had not been explicitly agreed upon but had emerged as a natural avoidance strategy that neither of them acknowledged. She cooked for herself or brought something home. He appeared to eat standing at the counter, or not at all, which she noted with a nutritional disapproval she had no standing to express.

	On Wednesday evening she made pasta.

	She made too much, which was a habit from cooking for two people that she had not yet successfully scaled back to one after the Derek years, and she stood looking at the excess in the pan and thought about the elevator sound she'd heard twenty minutes ago and made a decision that she classified as practical.

	She plated two servings and put one on the counter with a fork.

	Then she took her own plate to the guest suite and ate there and did not overthink it.

	When she came back to rinse her plate, his was in the sink, washed and drying. Next to it was a note — a torn corner of paper, his angular handwriting:

	Good. Thank you.

	She stood looking at the note for longer than she intended.

	Thursday he was home at six, which was early. She was at the island with her laptop and looked up when the elevator opened and he came through the entryway looking like a man who had been in difficult meetings for eight consecutive hours, which she guessed was accurate. His jacket was over his arm. His jaw had the particular tension of controlled frustration. He stopped when he saw her, as though he had momentarily forgotten she would be there, and then reorganized himself.

	"You're early," she said.

	"The last meeting ended." He went to the kitchen cabinet and got a glass and filled it with water from the tap and drank half of it standing at the sink. She watched this with the peripheral attention she was developing for all his behaviors — cataloguing without appearing to catalogue. "How was your day?"

	The question surprised her. Not because it was unexpected — they were supposed to be engaged, small talk was foundational — but because of how he asked it. Like he actually wanted the information.

	"Long," she said. "We had a board call about the funding gap. Three hours."

	"How'd it go?"

	"The way those calls always go. A lot of very smart people discussing options in careful language while everyone in the room privately calculates what they're willing to sacrifice."

	He leaned against the counter and looked at her. "What are they willing to sacrifice?"

	"Two of the spring grants. Possibly one staff position." She kept her voice even. "We're not there yet. But the math keeps pulling in that direction and eventually the math wins."

	He was quiet for a moment. "The program associate or the communications director?"

	She looked at him. "How do you know my staffing structure?"

	"The 2022 annual report is on your foundation's website."

	She opened her mouth and closed it. Josie's position was the communications director. He had just, without knowing it, identified the person who knew the truth of this arrangement as the one most likely to be cut.

	"Neither," she said. "If it comes to that. I'll cut something else first."

	"Your own salary."

	"If necessary."

	He looked at her with an expression that was not quite readable and not quite neutral. "That's not sustainable."

	"I know that." She looked back at her laptop. "It doesn't have to be sustainable for long. It has to be sustainable until the funding stabilizes."

	He didn't say anything to that. She was aware of him at the counter, the particular quality of his attention, which was full and level and gave her the feeling of being read in a language she hadn't consented to learning. She was aware that she was sitting in his kitchen talking about her foundation's finances like this was a normal thing they did.

	It was starting to feel like a normal thing they did.

	"The dinner is Monday," he said. "The partners and their wives."

	"I know." She had it in her calendar. She had done what she always did before high-stakes professional events: research. She knew the partners' names, their backgrounds, their giving histories, their wives' professional lives and public interests. She was prepared in the way she was always prepared, which was thoroughly, because thorough was the only strategy she'd ever trusted.

	"Marcus Chen and his wife Priya have been with the firm for eleven years," she said. "He negotiated the Alaris acquisition in 2019. She runs a climate consultancy. They have two kids at Dalton. The other partner is —"

	"James Whitfield," he said. "Fifteen years. His wife Eleanor is involved in three different charitable boards, including one that overlaps with your work — the Urban Arts Access Initiative."

	"I know Eleanor Whitfield. Not personally. By reputation."

	"She'll know you by reputation too." He pushed off the counter. "You don't need to prepare. You're going to be fine."

	She looked up at him. "I prepare for everything."

	"I know." He said it like it was something he'd already filed. "I'm not telling you to stop. I'm telling you the preparation is supplementary. You'd be fine without it."

	She held his gaze for a moment. It was the particular kind of compliment that landed differently than compliments usually did — not because it was lavish but because it was specific, and he said it with the same weight he gave to everything, which meant it wasn't performance.

	"You should eat something," she said, which was not what she'd meant to say.

	He looked at her.

	"Standing at the counter drinking water at six in the evening is not a meal plan."

	"I'll order something."

	"There's leftover pasta in the fridge. From last night. There's more than —" she paused. "I made too much."

	He looked at her for a moment. Then he went to the refrigerator and got the container and heated it on the stove with the quiet competence of a man who was capable of feeding himself but had simply decided, at some point, that the return on investment didn't justify the effort when he was eating alone.

	He ate at the kitchen island, two feet from where she was working.

	They didn't perform conversation. She worked. He ate. He refilled his water glass and at some point she made tea and offered him the second cup by sliding it across the counter without comment and he took it without comment and they sat in the kitchen of a penthouse at 845 Park Avenue at six-thirty on a Thursday evening like two people who had been doing this long enough that it didn't require acknowledgment.

	It had been four days.

	Friday she found him at the piano at ten past midnight.

	She hadn't been able to sleep — the three-in-the-morning math problem of the foundation's budget had arrived early tonight, four hours ahead of schedule, and she had lain in the dark long enough to know that the ceiling wasn't going to give her any answers and had gotten up for water. She moved through the apartment without turning on lights, which she'd gotten comfortable with quickly — the ambient glow of the city through the south-facing windows was constant and substantial, enough to navigate by.

	She heard it before she reached the kitchen. Soft, careful, the notes spaced with the particular deliberateness of someone playing from memory rather than reading. She recognized it after a moment: a Gymnopédie. The first one. She stood in the hallway entrance to the main room and listened.

	He was at the piano in the dark. No lamp on. The city behind him through the west-facing windows, all of it glimmering forty floors below. He was in a gray t-shirt and he was playing with his eyes closed, which meant he genuinely knew it, had practiced it until it lived in his hands, even if what came out of his hands was imperfect. He'd called it poor. It wasn't poor. It was — unprofessional, in the technical sense, the way a thing you do privately for your own reasons is never as polished as what you'd do if someone were watching. It was the Gymnopédie played by a person who needed to play it, not by a person who needed to play it well.

	She stood in the hallway entrance and did not move.

	He played it through to the end. In the silence afterward he opened his eyes and looked at the keys and she had three seconds to decide whether to retreat quietly or —

	He turned.

	She didn't have three seconds. She had zero.

	"Sorry," she said. "I was getting water."

	He looked at her from across the room with an expression she had never seen on him before — not quite the armor removed, but the armor briefly unlocked. Like a room someone had left ajar by accident. "You weren't asleep."

	"Math problem."

	"The foundation budget."

	"It wakes me up. I've stopped fighting it." She didn't move from the doorway. "I didn't mean to —" she gestured loosely at the piano, at the dark, at all of it.

	He looked at her for a moment. Then he moved slightly on the bench — not an invitation, or not explicitly, but a shift that created space — and said nothing at all.

	She crossed the room and sat on the far end of the piano bench.

	It was the closest she had been to him since the gala, since his hand at her back in a room full of people being watched. She was aware of this with a precision she did not appreciate. He was warm, close, the gray t-shirt and bare arms a different person than the dark suits, and she looked at the piano keys instead of at him and tried to remember that she was here for water.

	"I haven't played since I was twelve," she said.

	"Did you like it?"

	"I liked the idea of it more than the practice." She looked at the keys. "My mother thought music was important. She bought an upright from someone's garage for eighty dollars and paid for lessons for two years until I convinced her I was a lost cause."

	"Were you?"

	"I could play three songs. They all sounded like exercises." She paused. "She kept the piano anyway. After I quit. Said the house sounded better with it in it even when no one was playing."

	Silence. Below them the city moved through its midnight rhythms, indifferent, continuous.

	"The first time I heard the Gymnopédie," he said, "I was seventeen. Sitting in the back of a music theory class I'd been placed in because my school thought it would round me out." A pause. "The teacher played it as an example of something — I don't remember what the lesson was. I only remember the piece. The way it sounded like thinking. Like the actual texture of thinking, not the product of it." He looked at the keys. "I've been trying to play it properly for twenty years."

	"It sounded right to me."

	"It's missing things."

	"Most things worth playing are."

	He turned to look at her. She was already looking at him. The distance between them on the piano bench was approximately eight inches and the city glowed behind him and his expression was the most open she had seen it, which was not very open, which was somehow exactly enough.

	She looked back at the keys first.

	"I should get my water," she said.

	"Yes."

	Neither of them moved for another moment. Then she stood and went to the kitchen and filled her glass and stood at the south window with her back to the main room for long enough to be sure of her own face, and when she turned back toward the hallway he had turned the bench back to the piano and was playing again — something different this time, slower, a piece she didn't recognize — and she went back to the guest suite and lay in the dark and stared at the ceiling and listened to the music come faintly through the walls of an apartment that was beginning, against all structured logic, to feel like somewhere she lived.

	The three-in-the-morning math problem did not come back that night.

	She didn't examine why.

	Saturday she called Josie.

	"I need you to look something up for me," she said, without preamble. "Meridian Bridge Partners LLC. Whatever you can find. Registration, structure, giving history."

	Josie was quiet for three seconds. "This is about him."

	"Just look it up."

	"Nadia." Josie's voice changed. "What did you find?"

	She looked at the Romare Bearden print on the nightstand. The colors that made her feel steady.

	"Something I need to understand before I decide what it means," she said. "Can you look it up?"

	"Already pulling it up," Josie said. And then, a moment later, in a voice that had gone careful: "Oh."

	"Yeah," Nadia said.

	"He's been —"

	"I know."

	"Since before —"

	"I know, Josie."

	Silence. Then: "What are you going to do?"

	Nadia looked at the print. Thought about a man at a piano in the dark playing something imperfect and necessary. Thought about a folder on a kitchen counter. Thought about a cover story whose name was also the name of an LLC that had been quietly keeping her foundation alive for over a year.

	"I'm going to figure out what he wanted," she said. "Before I walked into that gala. What he was building toward."

	"And if it's not what you think?"

	"Then I'll figure out what it actually is."

	"And if it's worse?"

	She was quiet for a moment.

	"Then I'll deal with that too," she said. "I always do."

	
CHAPTER 5

	The First Performance

	She wore black.

	This was not a statement. It was strategy — the particular armor of a woman who had learned early that in rooms where she was the unknown variable, simplicity read as confidence. A dress that did its job without asking for attention: structured, dark, the neckline architectural rather than dramatic. Her grandmother's pearl earrings, because they were real and you could tell and because being able to tell mattered in rooms like this one. Her hair up. Her good heels, which she had walked forty-eight blocks in during a grant deadline week in October 2021 and which therefore owed her nothing.

	She was ready at seven-fifteen.

	He knocked on the guest suite door at seven-twenty, which meant he had been ready earlier and had waited. She noted this and opened the door.

	He looked at her.

	She had become accustomed, in five days of shared space, to his way of looking at things — complete, unhurried, the full weight of his attention applied without self-consciousness. She had learned to receive it as information rather than as something requiring a response. But he was looking at her now in the entryway of the guest suite in a dinner jacket that had been made specifically for his specific dimensions, and the way he was looking at her was different enough from his normal looking that she registered it before she could file it anywhere useful.

