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Sloane saw his name and felt her stomach do something inconvenient.

Callum Vale. Thursday. 7:00 PM. The Beaumont, Suite 1412.

Fourth booking in six weeks. She thumbed past the confirmation on her phone and set it face-down on the bathroom counter, then looked at herself in the mirror — half-dressed, hair still damp, no makeup. The woman staring back at her was someone Callum Vale had never met.

She intended to keep it that way.

The preparation was ritual. Six years in, Sloane had distilled the transformation into a precise sequence that took exactly ninety minutes and left no room for doubt. Foundation first, sheered out with a damp sponge until her skin looked like skin and not like product. Brows shaped with a pencil so fine the strokes were invisible. Lashes curled, coated twice, separated with a pin. Lips lined a shade darker than her natural color, then filled with something glossy enough to catch light but matte enough to survive a glass of wine.

The point was never to look made-up. The point was to look inevitable.

She dried her hair with a round brush until it fell in a smooth curtain past her shoulders, then pinned one side back with a gold clip that cost eleven dollars and looked like it cost three hundred. The outfit was already laid out on the bed: a black silk slip dress with a cowl neckline that draped rather than clung, showing the architecture of her collarbones without giving away the full blueprint. Black heels — not stilettos, not platforms, just sharp enough to add three inches and change the way she moved through a room. A cashmere coat the color of charcoal, because the nights had started turning cool and because cashmere said money without saying look at my money.

She checked the mirror one final time. Earrings — small gold hoops, nothing that dangled or caught. Perfume at her wrists, her throat, the backs of her knees. A scent she'd had blended at a boutique in SoHo three years ago: amber, sandalwood, a thread of vanilla that most people couldn't identify but everyone noticed.

The woman in the mirror was ready. Polished. Impenetrable.

Sloane picked up her phone, dropped it into her clutch, and became the version of herself that men paid twenty-five hundred dollars an evening to sit across from.

• • •
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The Beaumont was old money dressed in new lighting. It occupied a full block of the Upper East Side and had the kind of lobby where voices automatically dropped to murmurs, where the marble floors were so well-maintained they reflected the chandeliers like dark water. Sloane had been here before — different suites, different men, same elevator that smelled faintly of cedar and discretion.

The concierge nodded at her without asking her name. She appreciated that. Some hotels made a production of guest verification; The Beaumont simply recognized the caliber of woman who arrived alone at seven o'clock on a Thursday evening in heels that could puncture a man's ego and a coat that whispered instead of shouted. She belonged here because she looked like she belonged here, and looking like she belonged was the single most important skill in her professional repertoire.

Suite 1412 was on the top floor, which meant a private elevator bay and a hallway so quiet she could hear her own heartbeat. She paused outside the door, adjusted the drape of her dress, and knocked twice.

He opened it himself. That was the first thing she'd noticed about Callum Vale, back during their initial booking six weeks ago — he always opened the door himself. No intermediary, no assistant lingering in the background, no shouted it's open from across the room. He came to the door and opened it and looked at her like she was the first good thing that had happened to him all day.

Tonight was no different.

"Sloane." His voice had that quality she'd come to associate specifically with him — quiet, unhurried, as if her name was a word he didn't want to rush through. "Come in."

She stepped past him into the suite and let the familiar geography settle around her. The Beaumont's corner suites were generous without being ostentatious: a sitting area with two sofas facing each other across a low table, a dining space near the windows, a bedroom through a set of double doors that were currently closed. The curtains were open. Manhattan spread out fourteen stories below, all glass and ambition, and the light from the city threw soft gold across the hardwood floors.

Callum had ordered drinks.

Not a bottle of champagne sweating in a bucket, which was the default gesture of men who wanted to signal generosity without thinking about it. Not a whiskey neat, which was the default gesture of men who wanted to signal masculinity without thinking about it. He'd ordered her a Negroni — Campari, gin, sweet vermouth, a single orange peel — and his own glass of something amber that she'd identified two bookings ago as Sauternes. A dessert wine. Sweet and golden and completely at odds with everything else about him.

She'd never mentioned that she drank Negronis. He'd watched her order one during their first evening together and remembered.

That was the second thing she'd noticed about Callum Vale. He remembered.

"Thank you," she said, picking up the glass and letting the bitterness bloom across her tongue. Perfect. Slightly more Campari than most bartenders used, which was how she preferred it. She wondered if he'd specified that or if the hotel had simply made a good one.

She suspected he'd specified.

"How was your week?" he asked, settling into the corner of the sofa with his wine. He didn't sit across from her. He sat at the far end of the same sofa, leaving a careful two feet of space between them — close enough to talk without raising his voice, far enough to make clear he wasn't presuming anything.

"Long," she said. True. "Busy." Also true. "I had a client cancel last-minute on Monday, which was actually a relief because I used the time to finally organize my closet."

He smiled. Not the kind of smile that was performing interest — the kind that crinkled the corners of his dark eyes and suggested he found her genuinely entertaining. "How does one organize a closet, in your line of work? By occasion? By impression?"

"By season, then by color, then by how much I hate ironing."

He laughed. Quiet, but real. Callum Vale laughed like a man who'd forgotten the habit and was slowly relearning it, and every time that sound came out of him, something in Sloane's professional detachment flickered like a candle in a draft.

She took another sip of her drink and redirected. "How about you? You had the meeting with the historical preservation board — how did that go?"

His eyebrows lifted. "You remembered."

"You mentioned it last time." She kept her voice light. Casual. As if remembering the details of his professional life were simply a byproduct of good conversational practice and not evidence that she'd been thinking about him between bookings.

"It went well, actually." He turned the stem of his wine glass between his fingers — long fingers, an architect's fingers, the kind that looked like they could hold a pencil or a jawline with equal precision. "They approved the facade restoration. Original limestone, original cornice detail. The developer wanted to strip it and go modern, but we convinced them the bones were worth keeping."

"You convinced them."

"I showed them what the building looked like in 1926 and asked them if they really wanted to be the people who erased that."

She smiled. "Guilt as a preservation strategy."

"Heritage as a preservation strategy. Guilt was just the delivery mechanism."

This was what made Callum Vale different from every other man on her calendar, and Sloane knew it, and the knowing was starting to become a problem.

• • •
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Dinner arrived at eight. He'd ordered from the hotel's restaurant — not room service, which came on trays with metal cloches like a parody of luxury, but actual plated courses carried up by a server who set everything on the dining table and disappeared without being asked. Seared scallops with a citrus reduction. Roasted chicken with herbs Sloane could smell from across the room. A salad with fennel and blood orange that was so precisely composed it looked architectural, which made her wonder if Callum had chosen it because it reminded him of his work or because he thought she'd appreciate the aesthetics.

Both, probably. That was the Callum Vale problem in miniature: everything he did carried a layer of consideration that most men didn't bother with, and Sloane couldn't tell if it was calculated or simply who he was. Calculated she could handle. Calculated was just another form of performance, and she was fluent in performance. But if this was simply who Callum Vale was — if he genuinely remembered her drink order and asked about her week and chose food that he thought would make her happy — then she was dealing with something her professional training had not prepared her for.

A good man.

Not a good client. Clients were evaluated on a different scale: respectful, clean, solvent, predictable. Callum cleared all four bars easily. But "good man" was a category that had nothing to do with whether someone paid on time and everything to do with whether they saw the person across the table as a person.

"You're quiet tonight," he said, halfway through the chicken.

"I'm eating. The chicken is excellent."

"It is. But that's not why you're quiet."

She looked at him. He was watching her with that expression she'd started cataloging — attentive without being invasive, curious without being demanding. His tie was loosened, the top button of his shirt undone, and in the warm light from the windows he looked less like a man who ran an architecture firm and more like a man who needed someone to tell him to go to bed.

"I'm thinking," she said.

"About?"

"About whether you always eat dinner this late or if you time it to my arrival."

Something shifted in his face. Not embarrassment — Callum Vale didn't embarrass easily, or at least he didn't show it. More like recognition. As if she'd named something he'd been hoping she wouldn't notice.

"I time it," he said. Quietly. Without apology.

Sloane set down her fork. The honesty sat between them on the white tablecloth like a glass someone had placed too close to the edge. She could push it back to safety or let it fall.

"Why?" she asked, and the question came out softer than she'd intended.

"Because dinner is better when I'm not eating alone."

She held his gaze for a beat too long. His eyes were the color of espresso, and tired in a way that wasn't about sleep. This was a man who carried his exhaustion in his bones, who had been lonely for so long that the loneliness had become structural — load-bearing, woven into the foundation the way rebar threads through concrete. You couldn't just pull it out. You had to build something new around it.

"It is," she said. "Dinner is better when you're not eating alone."

He looked at her like she'd given him something he didn't know how to hold.

• • •
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They finished the meal and moved back to the sofas with the last of their drinks. Sloane slipped off her heels and tucked her feet beneath her on the cushion — a small gesture of informality that she would not have allowed with most clients. Heels stayed on with most clients. Heels were armor, posture, authority. Taking them off was a concession to comfort that could be read as intimacy, and intimacy was a door she kept locked.

Callum noticed. She saw his eyes drop to her bare feet and then come back to her face, and something in his expression eased, like a man who'd been bracing for something and just realized it wasn't coming.

"Can I ask you something?" he said.

"You usually do."

"Do you like your work?"

She'd been asked this before. Usually by men who wanted permission to feel okay about hiring her. Do you like it? meant Tell me you're choosing this so I don't have to feel guilty. She had a calibrated answer ready — something about autonomy and independence and the luxury of setting her own hours.

But Callum wasn't asking for absolution. He was asking because he wanted to know.

"Parts of it," she said. "I like the control. I like knowing exactly what's expected and delivering above it. I like that I'm good at reading people — that's a skill, and it's one I've earned. I like the money, honestly. I like not needing anyone else's approval to pay my rent."

"And the parts you don't like?"

She considered the question. The honest answer was long and complicated and involved things she didn't discuss with clients — the occasional bad night, the constant performance, the way her mother thought she worked in event consulting, the fact that she hadn't had sex for her own pleasure in so long she'd almost forgotten what it felt like to want someone without a dollar amount attached.

"I don't like the assumption that I'm broken," she said instead. "The way some people hear what I do and immediately start looking for the damage."

"Are you damaged?"

"Everyone's damaged. I'm just honest about my price."

He was quiet for a moment. Then: "I think that's the most honest thing anyone's said to me in a very long time."

"You need to talk to more interesting people."

"I'm talking to one right now."

The words landed in her chest like a key turning in a lock she'd forgotten existed. She felt the click. She felt the danger of it. And she did what she always did when a client got too close to something real — she smiled, finished her drink, and checked the time.

"It's getting late," she said. Not because it was. Because she needed it to be.

Callum nodded. If he was disappointed, he didn't show it. He never showed it. That was part of what made him so disarming — he accepted her boundaries without resistance, without the sulking or the subtle pressure that most men deployed when they wanted more than they'd been given. He simply respected the edges she drew and stayed inside them, and somehow that restraint made her want to redraw the edges closer.

She stood. Slipped her heels back on. Smoothed the front of her dress and retrieved her coat from the chair where she'd draped it. Callum stood too, because of course he did, and when she turned toward the door he was already there, holding it open with one hand.

The hallway was silent. The elevator was thirty feet away. She could feel the distance between them like a physical thing — two people standing a foot apart with a charge running through the air that neither of them was willing to name.

"Thank you," she said. The standard closing. Professional, warm, complete.

"Sloane." He said her name the way he always did — like it mattered, like it was a word he'd chosen carefully from a long list of options. "Same time next week?"

"You know how to book me."

"I do. I'm asking if you want me to."

The question sat in the hallway between them, and for a moment Sloane forgot every rule she'd built her career on. She forgot that clients were clients and feelings were liabilities and the worst thing an escort could do was look forward to a booking for reasons that had nothing to do with the invoice.

She looked at Callum Vale — his loosened tie, his tired eyes, his careful posture, the silver threading through his dark hair — and she thought, You are becoming a problem I don't know how to solve.

"Yes," she said. "I want you to."

He smiled. That quiet, relearned smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes and made him look ten years younger and made her feel something she had absolutely no professional use for.

"Goodnight, Sloane."

"Goodnight, Callum."

She turned and walked to the elevator. Pressed the button. Waited. Did not look back, because looking back would be an admission, and admissions were things she could not afford.

The elevator arrived. She stepped in. The doors closed.

She stared at her reflection in the polished steel — the perfect hair, the perfect coat, the perfect face of a woman who had spent six years turning herself into exactly what men wanted to see.

And she thought about Callum Vale, who kept looking past all of it and asking what was underneath.

The elevator descended fourteen floors. Sloane pressed her forehead against the cool metal wall and closed her eyes and said, very quietly, to no one, "Fuck."

• • •
[image: ]


She drove home with the radio off and the windows cracked, letting the October air cut through the residual warmth of the hotel. Her apartment was in the West Village — a one-bedroom in a prewar building with good bones and unreliable hot water. It was a nice apartment. It was not a twenty-five-hundred-dollar-a-night suite at The Beaumont. That difference usually didn't bother her. Tonight it did, and she resented the noticing.

She hung her coat. Unzipped her dress and let it pool on the bathroom floor. Washed her face with the ruthless efficiency of a woman dismantling a set after the show had closed. Foundation, gone. Mascara, gone. Lip color, gone. She stared at herself in the mirror — bare-faced, hair loose, wearing a faded Columbia T-shirt she'd stolen from a boyfriend in her twenties — and tried to find the version of herself that Callum Vale seemed to be looking for.

She couldn't see it. She never could. That was the whole problem.

Her phone buzzed on the counter. She picked it up expecting a payment confirmation or a scheduling note.

It was a text from Callum.

I forgot to mention — I finished the book you recommended. You were right about the ending. I didn't see it coming, and I should have.

She read it twice. Then a third time. Then she set the phone down and stared at the ceiling and tried to remember the last time a client had texted her after a booking about something other than logistics or sex.

She couldn't.

She picked the phone back up and typed: Which part didn't you see coming?

His response came in under a minute: The part where she stayed.

Sloane stared at those five words until the screen dimmed. Then she plugged in her phone, turned off the light, and lay in the dark thinking about a man who ate dinner late because he didn't want to eat alone, who remembered her drink order, who read books she recommended and texted her about the endings.

A man who was paying her twenty-five hundred dollars to be the best part of his week.

A man she was starting to suspect might be the best part of hers.

She rolled onto her side, pressed her face into the pillow, and thought: This is fine. This is manageable. This is just a client who happens to be interesting, and I am a professional, and professionals do not develop feelings for recurring bookings.

The lie was so clean it almost worked.

Almost.
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Chapter Two
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Callum's apartment had excellent bones and no warmth.

He'd designed the renovation himself — opened the floor plan, restored the original crown moldings, replaced the kitchen with white oak cabinets and Carrara marble that caught the morning light like a photograph of someone else's life. The ceilings were ten feet. The windows were prewar, double-hung, fitted with custom glass that blocked traffic noise and let in a silence so complete it had weight.

He sat at his drafting table at six-fifteen on a Thursday evening, rolling a mechanical pencil between his fingers, staring at a set of residential plans he hadn't touched in forty minutes. The schoolhouse project — the 1914 building on the Lower East Side, the one being converted into twelve apartments — was spread across the table in clean white sheets, every line precise, every measurement annotated. He needed to finalize the window specifications by Friday. He was thinking about Sloane Mercer's hands instead.

Specifically: the way she'd touched his wrist last Thursday when she'd laughed at something he said about the preservation board. A brief contact, three fingers against the inside of his forearm, lasting maybe two seconds. He'd felt it for the rest of the night. He'd felt it the next morning. He was, arguably, still feeling it now, six days later, which was either a testament to the quality of her touch or an indictment of how long he'd gone without one.

Both, probably.

He set the pencil down and looked across the apartment. The living room stretched toward the windows — the Eames chair Maren had found at an estate sale in Connecticut, the built-in bookshelves he'd designed and then filled with titles they'd collected together over eight years. Her books were still mixed in with his. He'd never separated them. Separating them would mean deciding which shelf she belonged on, and that felt like a form of cataloging he wasn't prepared to perform on the woman he'd loved.

Her photograph used to be on the nightstand. He'd moved it to his office fourteen months ago — not because he wanted to forget her face, but because waking up every morning to the image of someone who would never wake up next to him again had started to feel less like devotion and more like punishment. The photo lived on his office shelf now, between a crystal award from the AIA and a chunk of original limestone he'd saved from a demolition in Tribeca. Maren smiled out from behind the glass with the quiet confidence of a woman who had always known exactly who she was, and Callum looked at her every morning and thought, I'm trying.

He wasn't sure what he was trying to do. Live, probably. Move. Rejoin the species.

His phone sat on the edge of the drafting table. The booking app was already open — the discreet, invitation-only platform that connected clients with escorts who operated at a level most people didn't know existed. No profiles with suggestive photos. No hourly rates listed in neon font. Just names, availability calendars, and a messaging system more encrypted than most banking apps.

Sloane's calendar showed Thursday open. Of course it did. She'd told him last week that she kept Thursdays clear now, and he'd heard what she wasn't saying: I keep Thursdays clear for you.

Or maybe he'd imagined that. He was good at imagining warmth where none existed. Three years of isolation had made him fluent in wishful interpretation.

He booked the evening. Same hotel, same suite, same time. The confirmation came back in under a minute, and he felt the specific relief of a man who'd just been told the one tolerable part of his week was still available.

Then he put down his phone, picked up his pencil, and went back to the schoolhouse windows, because he was a professional and professionals did not spend their evenings staring at booking confirmations like teenagers waiting for a text back.

The pencil moved across the paper. The lines were clean. The specifications were correct. And underneath all of it, steady as a pulse, was the knowledge that in forty-five minutes he'd shower, dress, and go to a hotel to see a woman he was paying to spend time with him, and that she would be the only person in his life who made the silence feel like something other than an accusation.

• • •
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The Beaumont's lobby had the acoustic profile of a cathedral — every footstep precise, every voice absorbed into marble and mahogany before it could become noise. Callum crossed it with the particular stride of a man who'd been here often enough that the staff recognized him but not so often that they presumed familiarity.

He liked this hotel. He liked it the way he liked well-designed buildings generally — for the intelligence of its proportions, the restraint of its materials, the way it communicated luxury through silence rather than spectacle. The suite was the same principle scaled down: clean lines, warm lighting, a view that framed the city as something beautiful rather than something aggressive.

He'd arrived early, as usual. Ordered her drink, as usual. The Negroni sat on the side table, its surface catching the light from the windows like a garnet held up to flame. His own glass of Sauternes was already half-empty, which was unusual — he normally nursed his wine through the entire evening. Tonight he was nervous, and the sweetness on his tongue was the only thing keeping his hands steady.

He didn't know why tonight felt different. The arrangement hadn't changed. The parameters were the same. And yet somewhere between last Thursday and this one, the space between their bookings had started to feel less like a gap and more like an absence — the specific, architectural kind, like a room missing its fourth wall.

A knock. Two taps, unhurried. He recognized her knock the way he recognized the proportions of a well-set arch: by feel, before thought.

He opened the door.

Sloane stood in the hallway in a dress the color of dark wine — a shade that caught the warm light of the corridor and turned her skin luminous. Her hair was down tonight, falling past her shoulders in a way that looked effortless and almost certainly wasn't. Gold at her ears. That scent — amber and something warmer underneath — reaching him before she stepped inside.

"Callum." She said his name the way she always did, with a precision that suggested she'd considered several greetings and chosen the simplest one. "You look nice."

He glanced down at himself. Navy suit, no tie tonight. He'd stood in front of his closet for fifteen minutes deciding whether the absence of a tie communicated relaxation or negligence, which was the kind of sartorial anxiety that would have made Carter laugh until he choked.

"You look —" He stopped. The compliments that presented themselves were all insufficient. Beautiful was obvious. Stunning was a word used by men in cologne commercials. Devastating was accurate but not something you said to a woman you were paying. "You look like you."

Her eyebrows lifted. A flicker of something crossed her face — surprise, maybe, or the close cousin of surprise that happened when someone said something you hadn't expected and couldn't immediately categorize.

"Thank you," she said, and he could have sworn her voice was a half-shade softer than her professional register. "Is that my Negroni?"

"With the extra Campari."

"You're dangerously good at this."

"At ordering drinks?"

"At paying attention."

She picked up the glass, and the sleeve of her dress shifted, and he saw the inside of her wrist — a narrow stripe of skin where her perfume lived, where her pulse was visible if you looked closely enough, which he did, because Callum Vale had spent three years not looking at anyone and now that he'd started looking at Sloane Mercer he couldn't seem to calibrate the intensity.

He sat down. She sat down. The sofa accepted them both with the diplomatic neutrality of expensive upholstery, and the evening settled into its rhythm.

• • •
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"What are you reading?" he asked, halfway through their second round.

They'd already covered the architecture — his schoolhouse, a new museum proposal he was drafting, the ongoing war between modern developers and historical preservationists that constituted the emotional spine of his career. Sloane had listened with the focused attention of someone who was genuinely interested, asking questions that required actual knowledge to formulate. She understood load-bearing walls. She knew what a transom was. She'd once described a building's facade as "having good bone structure," and he'd felt a specific thrill in his chest that had nothing to do with architecture.

Now the conversation had wandered into the territory he liked best: the space where Sloane stopped performing and started existing.

"Right now?" She tilted her head. "A novel about a woman who runs a bookstore in a small town in Maine and slowly realizes every resident is lying about something."

"Thriller?"

"Literary suspense. The pacing is slow but the sentences are gorgeous. The kind of book where you underline things."

"You underline?"

"Don't judge me."

"I'm not judging. I'm impressed. I dog-ear."

"That's a war crime, Callum."

He laughed — a real one, the kind that started in his stomach and arrived at his mouth slightly surprised to be there. Sloane was watching him with an expression he'd seen exactly three times before: the look she got when she'd made him laugh and was pleased about it in a way that didn't seem professionally motivated.

"What kind of music do you listen to when you're alone?" he asked.

She paused. The pause itself was information — Sloane had two modes of response, and he'd learned to distinguish them. There was the immediate answer, fluid and practiced, which meant she was giving him a safe version of the truth. And there was the pause, brief but unmistakable, which meant she was deciding whether to give him the real thing.

"Jazz, mostly," she said. "Not the smooth kind they pipe through hotel lobbies. The messy kind. Coltrane when I'm restless, Billie Holiday when I'm tired, Nina Simone when I want to feel everything at once."

"And when you don't want to feel anything?"

Another pause. Longer this time. "Ambient. Brian Eno. Something without words."

"When was the last time you listened to Brian Eno?"

She met his eyes. "Monday night."

He didn't ask what had happened on Monday night. He didn't need to. The admission itself — I had a night where I needed to not feel anything — was more than she'd given him before, and he understood that pressing for details would be the fastest way to make her stop giving him truths.

So he filed it. The way he filed everything she told him: carefully, precisely, in the mental archive he'd been building since their first evening together. An archive that included her drink order, her taste in books, the way she pronounced Campari with a soft emphasis on the second syllable, the fact that she crossed her left ankle over her right when she was comfortable, and the specific shade her eyes turned — darker, warmer — when she stopped monitoring herself and let the conversation carry her somewhere unguarded.

"Have you ever been to Prague?" he asked.

"No. Why Prague?"

"I restored a building there, eight years ago. A little Art Nouveau apartment house in Vinohrady — wrought iron balconies, ceramic tile facades, this insane staircase that spiraled four stories with no central support. The whole neighborhood looked like someone had decorated a city with cake frosting and then let it age into something serious."

"That's a very specific description."

"It's a very specific city. You'd like it."

"You think so?"

"You underline sentences. You listen to Coltrane when you're restless. You ordered a Negroni the first time we met instead of champagne because you have actual taste. Yes, I think you'd like Prague."

She was quiet for a moment. In the silence, the city hummed fourteen stories below them, and the light shifted as a cloud moved across whatever remained of the sunset, and Callum watched Sloane Mercer's face do something he hadn't seen before.

She looked caught. Not trapped — caught the way someone looks when they've been seen more clearly than they expected, and they haven't decided yet whether that's wonderful or terrifying.

"You notice a lot," she said.

"Professional habit. I look at structures and figure out how they work."

"Is that what you're doing with me? Figuring out how I work?"

"I'm trying to. You have very good load-bearing walls."

She stared at him for a second. Then she laughed — not the controlled, melodic laugh she used when clients said something mildly amusing. A real laugh, sudden and graceless, the kind that made her nose scrunch and her shoulders come up and her whole body betray the fact that she had not expected to find him funny and was annoyed at herself for doing so.

It was the most beautiful sound he'd heard in three years.

• • •
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Dinner was Dover sole and roasted vegetables, a bottle of Sancerre that neither of them finished, and a conversation that ranged from the acoustics of old concert halls to the ethics of urban development to a fifteen-minute debate about whether cilantro was a legitimate herb or a biological punishment.

"It tastes like soap," Callum said.

"It tastes like freshness. You're genetically deficient."

"I'm genetically discerning. There's a difference."

"The difference is that you're wrong and I'm right, and also that I've been to Thailand and eaten pad thai the way it's supposed to taste, which is with an enormous handful of cilantro on top."

"Maren hated cilantro too."

The name landed in the air between them with the weight of a stone dropped into still water. Callum felt it the moment it left his mouth — the ripple, the sudden shift in texture. He hadn't meant to say it. Maren's name didn't belong in this room, in this arrangement, in the careful architecture of an evening designed to be separate from the rest of his life.

But Sloane didn't flinch. She didn't do the thing most people did when he mentioned his dead wife — the sympathetic head tilt, the softened voice, the immediate retreat into platitudes about loss and healing. She simply looked at him with steady, dark eyes and said, "Then Maren had bad taste in herbs and good taste in men."

The sentence hit him somewhere behind his sternum, in a place he'd thought was permanently numb. He felt the impact. He felt the warmth of it. And he felt, with the precision of a man who understood structural integrity, a crack forming in something he'd spent three years reinforcing.

"She did," he said. His voice came out rougher than he'd intended. "She had terrible taste in herbs. She also thought pineapple belonged on pizza, which I maintain is a position that disqualifies a person from culinary authority."

"Pineapple absolutely belongs on pizza."

"Sloane."

"I will die on this hill, Callum."

And just like that, the weight lifted. The name had been spoken, the ripple had spread and settled, and the evening absorbed Maren's ghost the way good architecture absorbs history — not by erasing it but by making room for it within a structure that was still standing.

Callum refilled their wine glasses. Sloane kicked her shoes off under the table — he heard the soft double-thud of heels hitting carpet — and tucked one foot beneath her on the chair. She was more relaxed tonight than he'd ever seen her. Looser in her shoulders, quicker with her comebacks, less careful about the version of herself she was presenting.

He wanted to tell her that this version — the one who argued about cilantro and defended pineapple pizza and laughed with her whole face — was better than the polished, professional iteration she wore to the door. He wanted to tell her that the difference between the two was the most interesting thing about her, and that he spent the days between their bookings wondering which version was closer to the truth.

He didn't. It wasn't the kind of thing you said to someone you were paying, and Callum was acutely aware that no matter how real this felt, the foundation was transactional. He was the client. She was the professional. The evening had a start time and an end time and a dollar amount attached, and the fact that he kept forgetting those parameters didn't mean they'd stopped existing.

But then, as they talked about cities they wanted to visit and books they'd abandoned and the specific melancholy of Sunday evenings, Sloane reached across the table and laid her hand on top of his.

Not a pat. Not a brush. She placed her palm flat against the back of his hand and left it there, her fingers curving over his knuckles, and the contact was so direct and so unhurried that it couldn't be mistaken for a professional gesture.

Callum's entire body went still.

It wasn't the touch itself — though the touch was warm, and firm, and her skin was soft in a way that made his nerve endings fire like a circuit breaker resetting after years offline. It was the casualness of it. The way she'd done it mid-sentence, as if reaching for him were a reflex rather than a decision. The way her thumb moved once, slowly, across the ridge of his knuckle, and then stopped, resting.

He looked down at their hands. His was larger, broader, the tendons visible beneath skin that hadn't been touched with affection in three years. Hers was elegant, the nails short and unpolished, the wrist narrow and alive with a pulse he could almost feel through the contact.

He looked up at her face.

She was watching him with an expression he couldn't classify. Not the professional warmth. Not the controlled attentiveness she deployed when managing a client's emotional state. Something rawer. Something that looked, if he was reading it right — and he was terrified of reading it right — like a woman who had just done something she hadn't planned on doing and was in the process of deciding whether to pull back or commit.

She didn't pull back.

"You were saying," she said. Her voice was steady, but her thumb moved again — a second pass over his knuckle, achingly slow — and his lungs forgot their primary function.

"I was —" He stopped. Swallowed. His throat was a desert. The Sancerre was eighteen inches away and might as well have been in another country. "I don't remember what I was saying."

"Prague," she said. "You were telling me about the staircase."

"Right. The staircase."

He didn't talk about the staircase. He sat there with her hand on his, warmth bleeding through his skin into the cold architecture of his loneliness, and he thought: I am in so much trouble.

Her hand stayed. Through the rest of the wine. Through the conversation that resumed around the contact like water flowing around a stone — present, acknowledged, not discussed. Through the slow descent of evening into night, the city dimming beyond the windows, the suite growing smaller and warmer as the hours collapsed.

When she finally lifted her hand to check the time, the absence of her touch was physical. A draft where warmth had been. A gap in the structure.

She put her shoes on. She stood. She thanked him for dinner with the practiced grace of a woman who had ended a thousand evenings, and he walked her to the door the way he always did, and they stood in the hallway with thirty inches of electrified air between them.

"Same time next week?" he asked. The question had become its own ritual, the thread that connected one Thursday to the next.

"You know where to find me." She paused. Then, softer: "Callum?"

"Yes?"

"The staircase in Prague. The one with no central support."

"What about it?"

"What held it up?"

He looked at her — this woman who was paid to be perfect, who was standing in a hotel hallway at eleven o'clock at night with bare feet inside expensive shoes and a question in her eyes that had nothing to do with architecture.

"Tension," he said. "Each step supported the one above it. The whole thing held together because every piece was leaning on every other piece. Take one out and the entire structure fails."

She held his gaze for a long, unbroken moment.

"Goodnight, Callum."

"Goodnight, Sloane."

She walked to the elevator. She didn't look back. The doors opened, received her, and closed, and Callum stood in the hallway staring at the brushed steel panel until his reflection stared back at him — a man in a rumpled suit with silver in his hair and an expression on his face that he recognized from a very long time ago.

He went back inside. Sat down on the sofa. Looked at the place where her hand had been on his.

He could still feel it.

He pressed his own hand flat against the spot, as if the warmth might have left a residue, as if the table itself might have recorded the contact and could play it back for him on the nights between Thursdays when his apartment was quiet and his skin was cold and the only thing holding him up was the knowledge that she'd be back.

His phone buzzed. A text from Sloane.

For the record: I've never been to Prague. But I'd like to go.

He read it three times. Then he typed back, choosing each word with the care of a man drafting a building that needed to stand for a hundred years:

I'd like to take you.

Her reply came in thirty seconds.

That's not in the booking terms.

He smiled. Typed: Maybe it should be.

Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again. Then:

Maybe.

Callum set the phone on the table. Leaned back. Closed his eyes.

One word. Five letters. The structural equivalent of a keystone sliding into an arch — the single piece that turns a collection of separate stones into something that holds.

Maybe.

He'd build on that.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three
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"You're doing the thing," Viv said.

Sloane looked up from her wine. "What thing?"

"The thing where you talk about a client like he's a person."

They were in Sloane's apartment — the real one, the West Village one-bedroom with the exposed brick she'd initially found charming and now found drafty, the kitchen that was technically functional if you didn't mind turning sideways to open the oven, and the fire escape where she grew basil in summer and regret in winter. Viv was cross-legged on the couch with a glass of Tempranillo and a face that said she'd already reached her conclusion and was simply waiting for Sloane to arrive at the same one.

Vivienne Park was thirty-four, Korean-American, five-foot-ten in bare feet, and operated at the top of the same industry Sloane did — though Viv's client list skewed toward diplomats and old-money heirs while Sloane pulled more from finance and law. They'd met five years ago at a party neither of them was working, discovered they had identical opinions about client boundaries and opposite opinions about Thai food, and had been inseparable since. Viv was the only person in Sloane's life who understood the job from the inside, which made her the only person whose warnings actually carried weight.

"He is a person," Sloane said.

"They're all people. That's not the point and you know it." Viv tucked a strand of black hair behind her ear and aimed a look at Sloane that could have cut glass. "The point is that you just spent eleven minutes telling me about his architecture projects and the wine he drinks and the fact that he texted you about a book, and at no point did you mention a single thing about the booking itself. The logistics. The terms. How much he's paying. How long the evening ran. You talked about him like he's a man you met at a dinner party and can't stop thinking about, which — correct me if I'm wrong — is the exact opposite of how this is supposed to work."
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