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Chapter 1

Ethan surfaced from sleep slowly, aware first of warmth and weight.

Claire was molded against his left side, one bare leg hooked over his thigh, her face tucked in against his chest. On his right, Jess had claimed her usual strip of mattress near the edge, lying on her stomach with one arm flung over a pillow and the sheet rucked low across the top of her hips.

He lay still for a moment, letting his eyes open to the gray, even light filtering through the bedroom windows. The morning outside looked soft and dull, the kind of overcast that always seemed to hang over the town before the day decided what it wanted to be. The air inside the room carried just enough of a chill to make Claire burrow closer in her sleep.

This was still the part that caught him off guard sometimes. Not the physical closeness—he had grown used to arms and legs and hair in his face—but the quiet, ordinary way it had all settled into his life. Waking up used to mean an alarm, an empty bed, and a commute. Now it meant Claire’s slow, sleepy breathing and Jess’s dark hair spilling across his pillow.

Claire stirred first. Her lashes fluttered, then her blue eyes focused on his chest before tipping up to meet his.

“Morning,” she mumbled, her voice thick with sleep as she dragged her knee a little higher over his leg.

“Hey,” he said, keeping his voice low out of habit more than necessity.

Jess didn’t move, but her fingers curled slightly on the pillow. He watched her shoulders rise and fall, steady and even. She was never as unconscious as she pretended to be.

Claire’s hand slid across his stomach under the sheet. “You’re warm,” she said, sounding pleased.

“You’re freezing,” he countered, catching her fingers and rubbing his thumb along the back of her hand. Her skin was cool from having kicked most of the blanket off in the night.

She smiled, small and lazy. “Perks of sleeping with you.”

He could have stayed there all morning if the day ahead didn’t immediately start lining itself up in his head. The neighborhood packet. The last set of details that needed to be checked, chased down, made perfect before it went out.

“Victoria’s probably already up,” he said.

Claire made a face and shifted onto her stomach, draping an arm over his chest. “Of course she is. She probably has today color-coded in her planner by now.”

From the other side of the bed, Jess spoke without opening her eyes. “She did that two weeks ago.”

Ethan glanced at her. Her voice was calm, dry. Awake.

“Knew you were faking,” Claire said, twisting to look over him at Jess.

Jess finally rolled onto her side, brown eyes opening fully. Her black hair was a mess around her face, but she still managed to look composed in the way she always did. The sheet slid down, exposing the long line of her back before she pulled it up again.

“You two move too much to sleep through,” she said, arching a brow.

Claire stuck her tongue out at her. The movement made the thin strap of her top slide off one shoulder, baring more pale skin. Ethan reached up and fixed it automatically, fingers brushing her collarbone.

“You’re grumpy,” Claire said. “Someone needs coffee.”

Jess gave Ethan a look over Claire’s head. “Someone needs to remember he has a submission deadline today.”

“I remember,” Ethan said.

He did. The thought had been sitting in the back of his mind since last night, behind the dinner dishes and the way Ashley had curled into the corner of the couch with Victoria’s spreadsheet open on her laptop. The packet was more than another job. If it landed the way he hoped, it meant breathing room for the office, stability, a little more proof that leaving the big firm hadn’t been a mistake.

Claire pressed a quick kiss to his chest and then slid away, swinging her legs out of bed. The oversized T-shirt she wore—one of his, soft from years of washes—fell to mid-thigh. She pushed her hair back with both hands, the blonde strands sticking up before falling into some kind of order.

“I’ll start the shower,” she said, stretching in a way that made the hem of the shirt threaten to ride higher. “You two better not go back to sleep.”

Jess sat up, gathering the sheet around herself more out of reflex than modesty. “I’m getting up,” she said. “I have that status meeting at nine.”

Ethan watched them both move through the routine that had become familiar. Claire disappeared into the bathroom, and the muted light from the frosted window in there brightened as she flipped the switch. Jess leaned over and brushed a quick kiss across Ethan’s jaw before she stood, the fabric of the sheet trailing after her for a second before dropping back onto the mattress.

“You look like you’re thinking too hard already,” she said, collecting the clothes she’d left draped over a chair the night before.

“Occupational hazard,” he said.

“Finish the packet,” Jess said, pulling on a black bra with efficient motions. “Don’t obsess over it until three in the morning.”

He almost smiled. “I have a partner who prevents that now.”

“Damn right you do,” she said, fastening her bra and then stepping into her slacks.

He swung his legs over the side of the bed, the cool floor under his feet a small shock that finally pushed him fully awake. As he stood, the door swung open without a knock and a flash of golden fur launched itself at his knees.

“Hey, Macy,” he said, bracing automatically as the retriever’s front paws came up against his thighs.

Her tail moved in a steady, happy rhythm, whole body thrown into the greeting. He scratched behind her ears and along the side of her neck, feeling the familiar softness under his hand.

“You let her in again, didn’t you?” Jess said, already buttoning her shirt.

“She lets herself in,” Ethan said. “You know that.”

Macy dropped back to all fours and angled her head toward the bathroom, where the shower glass was starting to fog. She looked back at Ethan as if asking permission. He snapped his fingers and she fell into step beside him instead, following as he moved toward the dresser.

He pulled on a T-shirt and a pair of worn jeans, then hesitated for a second, eyeing the folded hoodie on the chair. The light outside had that washed-out look that came with cooler mornings near the water. He picked up the hoodie and shrugged into it, pushing his hands through the sleeves.

By the time he stepped into the hallway, Claire was humming to herself in the bathroom with the door halfway closed, the mirror already fogged. Jess’s bedroom door down the hall stood open, her work bag on the neatly made bed as she packed a laptop and a few files.

The second floor of the house opened out around the central staircase, railing running along the edge. Light came in from the tall windows at the front and side, flattening the colors and making the wood floors look a shade paler. He could see the neighborhood roofs beyond the glass, the fixed line of the horizon if he shifted his angle just right.

Macy trotted ahead of him down the stairs, nails clicking on the wood. She paused at the landing, glanced back to make sure he was following, then continued down into the first floor.

The kitchen sat at the back of the house, open to the eating area and lined along the wall that faced the yard. As he stepped in, he saw Victoria already moving between the island and the table, a mug in one hand and a tablet in the other. Her dark hair was pulled back into a low knot, and she had on one of her neat, fitted blouses with yoga pants, looking halfway between relaxed and ready to walk into a client meeting.

A slim stack of papers sat at the far end of the table, squared off, a pen aligned perfectly on top.

“Morning,” Ethan said.

Victoria glanced up, green eyes flicking from him to the clock on the wall and back. “You’re up,” she said. “Good.”

“That surprised tone is hurtful.”

“It’s hopeful, not surprised,” she said, though the corner of her mouth shifted. “I was going to come drag you out of bed if you weren’t down in five minutes.”

Macy headed straight for her water bowl in the corner and lowered her head to drink. Ethan crossed to the counter, taking in the scene with a quick sweep: the dishwasher’s light glowing, a pan already set out on the stove, bread on the cutting board ready for the toaster.

He picked up the pan and moved it into place, reaching for the carton of eggs from the refrigerator. Vic set her mug down and slid the tablet onto the island, the screen lighting up with her calendar.

“You’re going to the office first thing?” he asked, cracking eggs into a bowl.

“Yes,” she said. “I want to get the cover memo tightened up before we attach everything. Colin’s coming in early, too. He texted me last night.”

Ethan whisked the eggs, the motion automatic. “He’s nervous.”

“He’s smart enough to know this matters,” Victoria said, tapping on her tablet. “That’s a good sign.”

He poured the eggs into the pan and watched them spread, then reach for a spatula. Out of habit, his gaze flicked up to the row of large windows that stretched across the back wall.

The yard beyond them looked like someone had taken a house plan and translated it directly into dirt and lines. The once-flat expanse was broken up into cut channels and piles of soil, tire marks crisscrossing where the equipment had moved in and out. Wooden stakes punctuated the ground at intervals, each one with a strip of colored tape tied around it. Spray-painted markings arced and zigzagged across the dirt, ghost lines of the rectangles and curves that would soon become real.

He could see where the pool would sit, an oblong shape carved into the earth, edges rough for now. The future patio wrapped around it in his mind as clearly as if it were already poured: the grilling area, the seating, the path that would lead back toward the house. Off to one side, a narrower strip marked where grass would go, the one soft green rectangle they had agreed on amid all the hardscape.

Right now, though, it was bare and raw, a construction site braced against the softer backdrop of neighboring fences and distant water.

“Staring at it won’t make it finish faster,” Victoria said, following his gaze.

“It helps,” he said.

She shook her head once and picked up her mug again. “Don’t get lost in that. You need your brain for the packet.”

“I can multitask,” he said, flipping the eggs with the spatula.

“I know,” she said. “That’s the problem.”

Jess came into the kitchen a minute later, fully dressed, heels in hand. She set them down by the door before grabbing a glass from the cabinet.

“Wow, look at you,” Claire said, trailing in after her in leggings and another one of Ethan’s shirts, this one slipping off one shoulder. “So responsible. So professional.”

Jess shot her a flat look. “Says the woman who wore pajama pants to the grocery store last week.”

“They had little lobsters on them,” Claire said, unfazed as she moved behind Ethan and wrapped her arms around his waist from the back. “They were adorable.”

She rested her cheek briefly between his shoulder blades before peeling away to snag a piece of bread. Ethan reached around and took it back from her fingers.

“Sit,” he said. “Food will be ready in a minute.”

Claire pouted at him for show, then slid into a chair at the table next to Victoria. Jess poured herself a glass of water and leaned one hip against the counter, watching him cook with an expression somewhere between amusement and approval.

“You know you don’t have to feed us every morning,” she said.

“I like doing it,” Ethan said.

That was true. The motions were grounding. Chopping, whisking, flipping. It was one of the ways he knew he’d left the version of his life that used to be all deadlines and late-night takeout containers on a drafting table.

Footsteps padded lightly on the hallway floor. A second later, Ashley stopped in the entrance to the kitchen.

She had on an oversized sweatshirt that hung to mid-thigh and a pair of shorts just visible beneath it, legs bare. Her brown hair was pulled into a loose knot high on her head, strands escaping around her face. She paused there, hand curling briefly around the edge of the doorway as if to orient herself before stepping in.

“Morning,” she said, voice soft.

Four heads turned toward her. For half a second, Ethan saw the way her shoulders wanted to tighten under the attention before she forced them to relax.

“Morning,” he said, tipping his chin toward her. “You’re right on time.”

“For what?” she asked, moving in farther.

“For free food,” Claire said, bright as always. “Sit. He’s making eggs.”

Ashley smiled quickly, the expression flashing and then dimming into something more contained. “I can help,” she offered, glancing at Ethan, then Victoria.

“You can grab plates,” Ethan said, keeping his tone easy. “Cabinet above the dishwasher.”

She crossed to the cabinet he indicated, opening it and stacking plates with careful precision, counting under her breath just enough for him to see it on her lips. When she turned to carry them to the table, she hesitated for a second over where to set them, then aimed for the middle and let Victoria and Claire each take one.

Macy circled the space between the island and the table, divided loyalties written in the way she kept glancing from Ethan at the stove to the women at the chairs. Ashley looked down at her, the corners of her mouth softening more genuinely.

“Hi, girl,” she said, reaching to rub Macy’s head as she passed.

Victoria’s eyes flicked between Ashley and the stack of papers at the end of the table. “You’re coming into the office after breakfast?” she asked.

Ashley slid into a chair opposite Claire, her hands folding together on the table before she caught herself and reached for the glass Jess slid toward her.

“Yeah,” Ashley said. “I, um, finished putting in the last of those vendor invoices last night. I figured I’d go through the messages and clean up the front desk before you guys get there.”

“You don’t have to overdo it,” Ethan said, scooping eggs onto a serving plate. “We’re not a big firm. There’s a limit to how many messages we can even get.”

“I like being on top of it,” she said. Then she seemed to realize how that sounded and flushed just a little.

Claire’s eyes brightened, catching the shade creeping into Ashley’s cheeks. “She’s very dedicated,” Claire said to Ethan. “We should give her a gold star. Or a promotion. Or cookies.”

“Cookies would be acceptable,” Ashley said, managing a small laugh.

Ethan set the serving plate of eggs and a plate of toast on the table, then sat down in the last open chair. Macy settled under the table next to his feet, leaning her weight against his leg.

They passed plates and poured juice, the motions easy. Conversation layered around the food almost immediately, a casual overlap of daily schedules and half-remembered to-do lists.

“Are they coming back out to the yard today?” Claire asked through a mouthful of toast, gesturing with her fork toward the windows.

Ethan followed the line of her gesture. “Yeah. They’re finishing the rough grading. If they stay on schedule, they’ll start forming the patio by the end of the week.”

“I still can’t believe that’s all going to be real,” she said. “Look at it. It’s just…dirt.”

“Dirt with a plan,” Victoria said.

Jess cut into her eggs. “Dirt that’s going to end up all over the floor if you two keep going outside barefoot.” She eyed Claire and Ashley in particular.

Ashley pressed her toes against the bar of the chair as if she could hide her bare feet. “I’ll be careful,” she said.

“That’s what you said last time,” Jess replied. “I stepped on a rock on the stairs yesterday, in case you want to know how that went.”

“We’ll put a mat by the back door,” Ethan said. “Problem solved.”

Victoria tapped the pen on the stack of papers, bringing the conversation back to the track in her mind. “Speaking of finishing things,” she said to Ethan, “we need to finalize the elevations for lots eight through twelve and double-check the garage orientations before we send the packet.”

He looked over at her. “We already did that with Colin.”

“We did the first pass,” she corrected. “And then you changed the window groupings on the rear elevations.”

He opened his mouth, then closed it. She was right. He’d sat in his office at home two nights ago, looking at the line of rear facades and reworking the rhythm of windows to open the living rooms more toward the yards.

“I don’t want any inconsistencies between the site plan and the individual lot sheets,” she said. “You know how they are.”

He did. The clients liked clean, coordinated sets. They liked order and clarity. He couldn’t even fault them for that; part of him liked it too.

“I’ll go over it with Colin first thing,” he said. “We’ll have it ready by lunch. You can put the memo on top and we’ll send the whole thing out by the afternoon.”

“End of day,” she said. “They’re expecting it end of day, not lunch.”

Ethan nodded once. “End of day,” he agreed.

Jess glanced between them, then at her watch. “So that means if I call you after six, you might actually answer,” she said.

“I always answer,” Ethan said.

Jess’s look said otherwise without needing words. “Just get it done,” she said, softer. “Then you can stop pacing in your head about it.”

“I don’t pace,” he said.

Claire snorted. “You do little mental laps,” she said. “We can see it in your eyes.”

Ashley smiled behind her glass, watching them with that slightly removed air she sometimes slipped into when the four of them fell into old rhythms. Ethan caught it and held her gaze for an extra beat.

“You’re part of this circus now, you know,” he said to her.

Her blink was quick. “I know,” she said. “I like watching you all argue about work. It makes me feel less bad about talking to myself at the front desk.”

“You don’t talk to yourself,” Victoria said.

Ashley looked down at her plate. “You’re not there all the time.”

Claire leaned her elbow on the table, chin propped in her hand, studying Ashley. “What are you doing for lunch?” she asked.

Ashley shrugged one shoulder. “Probably grabbing something from the café on Main and eating it at my desk. Same as usual.”

“You should make Ethan bring you something for once,” Claire said. “He’s the one glued to his drawings all day.”

“That’s not how this works,” Victoria said. “We’re trying to be a professional office.”

“We are a professional office,” Claire said. “We just also like sandwiches.”

Ashley’s fingers traced the condensation on her glass. “I can bring lunch,” she said suddenly, the words tumbling out a little faster than the rest. “If you guys are going to be stuck in the back going through everything, I mean. I can run out and pick something up for everyone and bring it back.”

Ethan looked at her, surprised by the offer but also not. She had been finding every small way to plug herself into their days since she moved in, from running copies to refilling the coffee pods at the office without being asked.

“You don’t have to do that,” he said. “We can figure out food.”

“I know,” she said, flushing again under the attention. “I just…you’ll be busy, and I’ll be there anyway. It’s not a big deal.”

“It’s very domestic of you,” Claire said, eyes gleaming. “Bringing your hardworking man lunch at the office.”

Ashley’s blush deepened, color creeping high across her cheeks and up to the tips of her ears. “That’s not what I—”

Jess’s mouth curved. “Careful, Claire. You’re going to scare her off.”

“I’m not scared,” Ashley protested quickly, the protest itself undermined by how she ducked her head. “I just thought it would be helpful.”

“It is helpful,” Ethan said, before Claire could push further. “I’d like that.”

Her eyes flicked up to his, surprise and something warmer there. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll text you and Victoria and find out what you want.”

“It’ll keep us from forgetting to eat,” Victoria admitted, conceding the practical side. “Thank you.”

Ashley nodded, the simple acknowledgment from Victoria seeming to land as heavily as Ethan’s approval. Her shoulders eased a fraction, the line of her mouth losing some of its tension.

Claire watched the exchange with open interest, then reached under the table with her foot to nudge Ashley’s ankle. “Look at you,” she said. “Already taking care of us.”

Ashley made a face at her, but there was no real heat in it. “Someone has to,” she said. “You’d live on cereal and chips if Ethan didn’t cook.”

“That’s slander,” Claire said. “I also eat popcorn.”

The table dissolved into soft laughter. Ethan allowed himself a moment just to look at them all gathered there—the women he had somehow, improbably, built this life with. Jess composed and amused, already mentally moving through her workday. Claire bright and messy and unbothered. Victoria organized and alert, a to-do list always running somewhere in the back of her mind. Ashley sitting a little straighter than the others, still finding where to rest her hands, but there.

He glanced once more out the back windows at the torn-up yard, the stakes, the bare earth waiting to become something else. Then he turned back to his plate, to the stack of drawings waiting at the office, to the day that would move them one step closer to the picture he carried in his head.

“Okay,” he said, more to himself than anyone. “Let’s get through today.”


Chapter 2

The front windows of the office looked out over Main Street, a long pane of glass broken by the door in the center. Ethan fit his key into the lock and turned it, feeling the give as the deadbolt slid back.

Ashley stood just behind him with her bag over one shoulder, her other hand wrapped around a to-go cup. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, the movement small but restless.

Victoria’s car had already been at the curb when they pulled up. Inside, the entry lights were on.

“Come on in,” Ethan said, pushing the door open and stepping aside so Ashley could slip past him first.

The space opened shallow and wide at the front, reception desk to the right and a small seating area opposite. Beyond that, a hallway led back to the drafting room and the two enclosed offices. The walls were lined with framed prints of past projects—smaller residential remodels, a couple of commercial interiors, the first few new houses they’d designed since moving the firm here.

Ashley crossed to the reception desk and set her bag down, already pulling out her laptop. Her posture shifted as she did, her face tightening into a more focused version of itself.

“I’ll get the phones on,” she said.

“Colin’s in the back,” Victoria called from further down the hall.

Ethan followed the sound of her voice.

He found her in the drafting room, standing over the central table with a stack of plan sheets spread in front of her. Colin was at the large monitor against the wall, a floor plan open on the screen. He turned when Ethan came in, pushing his thick-rimmed glasses up his nose.

“You’re here,” Colin said. “Good. I wanted to ask you about the roof over lot nine.”

“We’ll get there,” Ethan said. “Morning.”

Victoria glanced up long enough to give him a brief nod before her attention dropped back to the paper in front of her. She held a red pen in one hand, already marking a small circle around a note in the margin.

“I told the client we’d have the packet by end of day. That gives us—” Victoria checked the wall clock, “—about nine hours.”

“Plenty of time,” Ethan said automatically.

She made a noncommittal sound.

He set his coffee down on the edge of the table and pulled the nearest set of drawings toward him. The cover sheet was clean and simple: project name, their firm’s name and address, date. Below that, the list of included sheets. Site plan, grading, landscape, floor plans, elevations, typical sections.

He flipped past it to the site plan, scanning quickly for the key he knew would be there. Lot numbers, street names, setbacks called out cleanly. The cluster of houses organized around the main cul-de-sac and the two smaller side streets. Rear yards aligned with an eye to privacy without killing every possible view.

This was the one that needed to land.

“Show me what you did with that roof,” Ethan said to Colin, moving closer to the monitor.

Colin clicked to a different layer. A 3D massing view came up, the simplified volumes of the house on lot nine rotating slowly as he nudged the mouse.

“I wasn’t sure how aggressive you wanted to go with the front gable,” Colin said. “You said you wanted to keep the streetscape varied, but I didn’t want it fighting the neighboring elevations.”

Ethan studied the screen. The main roof ran in a straightforward front-to-back ridge. Colin had added a gable over the garage and another over the front porch, their pitches matching, their proportions symmetrical without being rigid.

“It’s close,” Ethan said. “But look at lots eight and ten.”

Colin pulled up the adjacent houses side by side. On one, the entry gable was larger, more dominant. On the other, the roofline was simpler, more horizontal.

“If we make nine’s gable this tall,” Ethan said, motioning to the monitor, “it’s going to line up too neatly with eight. They’ll read like a matched pair, and we wanted to avoid that. Bring this pitch down a bit and widen the face. Same overall height, different expression.”

“Got it,” Colin said, fingers already moving on the mouse. “Flatten and stretch.”

Ethan watched him adjust the lines, the shape shifting in response.

“That’s better,” he said when the new proportions settled into place. “It’ll break up the rhythm without making it look like an outlier.”

He stepped back, letting Colin fine-tune the dimensions.

“Print that elevation and swap it into the set,” Victoria said without looking up. “And make sure the label on the title block reflects the latest revision date.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Colin said, tone automatically deferential.

Victoria’s pen paused. She flicked a look at him. “You don’t have to ‘ma’am’ me,” she said. “We work in the same three rooms.”

Colin flushed. “Sorry. Habit.”

“Lose it,” she said, but there was no real bite in it. She moved to another sheet, this one a floor plan, and started checking off the room callouts.

The front desk phone rang, a distant trill from the reception area.

Ashley’s voice followed a beat later, muted but clear through the open doorway. “Good morning, Ethan Carter Design, this is Ashley. How can I help you?”

Ethan felt a small, familiar knot ease in his chest at the sound of it. When he’d first opened the office, it had been him, Victoria, and a half-broken answering machine. Calls had slipped through the cracks. Messages had been lost on sticky notes.

Now the front desk was covered. Calendars were organized. Clients got answers.

He pulled out a stool and sat next to Victoria, taking the elevation set she slid toward him.

“You’ve already marked these?” he asked.

“First pass,” she said. “Check the rear windows against your latest quarter-inch set. I don’t trust my memory for the groupings.”

He flipped to lot eight’s rear elevation, then nine, then ten. The new banded windows read the way he’d wanted them to with wider openings pulling daylight into the living spaces, still balanced with enough wall space for furniture and privacy. The headers lined up. The sills stepped appropriately with the grade.

“Looks right,” he said. “Colin, did you check the headers against the structural notes?”

“Yeah,” Colin called without turning. “I ran the spans by the engineer yesterday. He signed off as long as we keep the trusses standard.”

“Make sure that note is actually on the sheets,” Victoria said. “Don’t assume they’ll remember a phone call.”

“It’s on there,” Colin said. “See?” He clicked to another sheet and zoomed in on a block of text. The engineer’s reference number sat in the corner.

“Good,” Victoria said.

Ethan checked drawings, marked small corrections, and slid sheets back across the table. Colin updated digital files at the monitor, the printer in the corner churning out revised pages in response. Victoria moved between them all, cross-referencing the site summary with the lot-specific plans, jotting notes for the cover memo in her notebook.

From the front, Ashley’s voice rose and fell in short bursts as she answered calls and returned messages. Most of it was routine. Someone confirming a meeting time. A supplier checking on an invoice. A surveyor pushing back a site visit slot by an hour.

Once, she came to stand in the doorway with a clipboard in her hand.

“Um, Ethan?” she said.

He glanced up. “Yeah?”

She held the clipboard a little tighter. “You had a voicemail from the utilities coordinator. They want to confirm where you’re stubbing in service for the model homes.”

“Already?” he asked.

“They said they need it this week if you want to stay on the main build-out schedule,” she said. “I wrote down the number.”

He reached for the clipboard. Their fingers brushed for a second as she handed it over.

“I’ll call them after we finish this pass,” he said. “Thanks.”

Ethan watched the way her eyes flicked to Victoria’s notebook, then away. Ashley lingered in the doorway for a heartbeat longer, as if waiting to see if she’d missed anything, then retreated toward the reception area.

He turned his attention back to the set, but the small shift stuck in the back of his mind.

At home in the mornings, Ashley was loosening, laughing at Claire’s needling, trading dry asides with Jess when she thought no one was paying too much attention. Here, though, with Victoria in full work mode and pen in hand, Ashley kept a narrower profile.

He couldn’t blame her. Victoria had been his partner in more ways than one long before Ashley entered the picture. The office was their joint territory. The rhythm between them here was older, more established.

Ashley was walking into that in much the same way she’d walked into the house. In the middle of something already underway.

He flipped to the garage elevations, forcing his focus back to the lines.

“We need to double-check orientations for lots three through six,” he said. “The driveway on four might be flipping.”

Victoria slid the site plan over and aligned it with the garage drawings. “They wanted the front load on three and five and the side load on four and six,” she said, tapping the corresponding rectangles.

Colin brought up the sheet on screen. “That’s how it’s shown,” he said. “Three and five face the street. Four and six tuck back. See?” He zoomed in on the driveways.

Ethan looked from paper to screen and back. The car symbols, the arrows, the curb cuts. It all matched.

“Good,” he said. “Make sure the dimension strings on the driveways reflect the right widths. We don’t want them calling about maneuvering after the fact.”

“They’ll call anyway,” Victoria muttered, making a note. “But yes.”

By late morning, the worst of the checking had been beaten into shape. Red marks were fewer and farther between. The stack of finalized sheets on the far side of the table grew steadily.

Ashley slipped in again around eleven, this time without the clipboard.

“I’m going to run to the bank for the deposit,” she said. “Do you need anything while I’m out?”

Victoria’s head came up. “Do you have the deposit bag?”

“Right here,” Ashley said, lifting the small canvas pouch in her hand. “And the slips.”

“Don’t forget to get a receipt copy,” Victoria said. “They misapplied one last month.”

“I won’t,” Ashley said. Then she hesitated, glancing at Ethan. “And, um, I’m going to swing by that deli on the corner after. To pick up lunch.”

She’d mentioned it at breakfast, but the determination in her face now made it feel less like an offhand offer and more like something she’d decided to see through.

“You don’t have to,” he said out of reflex.

“I know,” she said, that same line from earlier. “I want to. Text me what you want if you don’t want me to guess.”

He almost told her to surprise him just to see the look on her face, but the day didn’t have room for lingering indecision. “Turkey on wheat,” he said. “No mustard. Add avocado if they have it.”

Her mouth tugged into a quick half-smile. “Got it. Victoria?”

Victoria considered for a second. “Grilled chicken salad,” she said. “Dressing on the side.”

“Okay,” Ashley said. She shifted her attention to Colin. “You?”

Colin twisted on his stool. “Uh, whatever Ethan’s having is fine,” he said. “I’m not picky.”

Ashley nodded, committing the orders to memory. “Back in a bit,” she said, then disappeared toward the front.

The door at reception opened and closed a moment later. Ethan forced himself not to think about the fact that she was out on Main, moving through the same town he’d known forever, but doing it now as part of his orbit instead of separate from it. There wasn’t anything to worry about; he knew that. Still, the sensation of overlap tugged at him.

He shook it off and reached for the transmittal form.

“Let’s finalize the contents list,” he said to Victoria. “We can start the cover memo draft while the last few sheets come in.”

They worked through the late morning, building the framework around the drawings. Permissions, index, the brief narrative summarizing design intent. Efficient phrasing, enough detail to satisfy without wandering into essay territory.

Ashley returned a half-hour later with a rustle of paper bags and the soft slide of to-go containers on the conference table.

“I didn’t know what kind of chips you wanted,” she said, setting one in front of each of them, “so I just got plain. They had those weird flavors, but I didn’t think today was the day for…wasabi vinegar or whatever that was.”

Colin laughed unexpectedly. “You chose wisely.”

Ethan slid his pen behind his ear and pushed his chair back. “You could have just left these up front,” he said. “You didn’t have to bring them back.”

“I figured if I left you alone, you’d forget they were there,” she said, unbothered by the mild protest. “And then you’d remember at four and be a nightmare to be around.”

Victoria huffed under her breath, the ghost of a laugh. “She’s not wrong.”

They ate around the drafting table out of convenience. Ashley perched on the edge of a chair near the doorway, unwrapping her own sandwich in between reaching for the stack of message slips she’d brought back.

“So the utilities coordinator called again while I was gone,” she said, looking at Ethan. “I told them you’d get back to them by end of day. That was okay, right?”

“Yeah,” he said. “That’s fine. We just have to tell them which lots we’re prioritizing for service.”

“I made a note,” she said, tapping the top slip.

Her voice with him was easy. The shorthand was already there—she knew enough of the project vocabulary now that she didn’t trip over terms or hesitate over whether she could answer something on his behalf.

With Victoria, it was different.

“Did the bank give you a receipt copy?” Victoria asked, pausing with her fork halfway to her mouth.

Ashley’s spine straightened microscopically. “Yes,” she said. “It’s in the deposit folder on your desk. I wrote today’s date on the top.”

“Good,” Victoria said. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Ashley replied, the words coming out a fraction more careful.

Ethan chewed his sandwich, watching the exchange play out. It wasn’t adversarial. If anything, it was polite to a fault. But the contrast between the way Ashley’s shoulders loosened when she looked at him and the way they edged tighter when Victoria asked a question was impossible to miss.

At home, Victoria could be dry, wry, soft in moments when she thought no one was looking. Here, the work version of her—the one with the pen, the planner, the perfectly organized desktop—came to the front. Ashley was still calibrating to that.

He wondered briefly if Victoria noticed it. If she did, she gave no sign.

Colin finished his sandwich in record time and rotated back to the monitor before anyone could ask him to take a break. Ashley lingered until Ethan was halfway through his chips, then stood.

“I’ll get out of your way,” she said. “You probably don’t need me hovering in the doorway.”

“You’re not hovering,” Ethan said.

She smiled, small and quick. “I’m learning,” she said. “And trying not to bother the serious people while they’re doing serious architect things.”

Victoria’s mouth twitched. “You can bother us,” she said. “Just not today.”

Ashley’s smile widened by a degree at that. She gathered the crumpled paper bags and empty containers, scooping them neatly into one larger bag.

“Got it,” she said. “Back to my post.”

After lunch, the pace picked up.

Ethan and Colin worked shoulder to shoulder at the monitor, tweaking a few last-minute notes. They adjusted a reference to a fence height that no longer applied, clarified the material callout for porch columns, and made sure the window schedule covered every unit they’d spec’d.

Victoria sat at the end of the table with her laptop open, fingers moving across the keys as she shaped the cover memo. She read parts of it aloud in short bursts, checking phrasing with Ethan.

“We’re pleased to submit the attached design development package for your review,” she said. “The proposed neighborhood plan reflects our shared goals of—”

“Don’t say ‘shared goals,’” Ethan cut in. “It sounds like a mission statement. Just say ‘the plan reflects the priorities discussed in our previous meetings.’”

Victoria erased and replaced. “Better,” she said. “Do you want to emphasize the rear-yard privacy again, or is that beating a dead horse?”

“Mention it once,” he said. “They’ve been fixated on it. It doesn’t hurt to underline that we heard them.”

Ashley’s keyboard clicked faintly from the reception desk as she updated the project schedule and confirmed tomorrow’s appointments. Every so often, she’d lean into the hallway just enough to ask a quick question, whether to book a site walk on Tuesday or Wednesday, whether Ethan preferred to push a smaller client meeting to accommodate a potential new call.

He noticed that she always addressed those questions to him first, even if Victoria was the one with the calendar in front of her. Old habits. New dynamics.

By four-thirty, the packet had taken physical shape.

The full-size sheets were stacked neatly in order on the table, checked and rechecked. A digital version sat waiting on Victoria’s screen, bundled into a single file for upload. The cover memo was formatted, printed on letterhead, and signed.

Ashley came back one last time, hands empty this round.

“The courier said they can pick up in the next half hour if you need a hard copy delivered today,” she said. “But you have to call it in now.”

“We’ll send the digital as the official submittal,” Victoria said, scrolling through the file one more time. “We can drop a printed set on their desk tomorrow.”

Ethan nodded. “It’ll get there faster online anyway,” he said. “Let’s not risk the courier getting lost between here and their office.”

Ashley snorted softly. “It’s three blocks,” she said, under her breath.

He grinned despite himself. “You’ve seen how people drive when tourists are in town.”

“Fair point,” she said.

Victoria straightened, pushing her chair back from the table. “All right,” she said. “One more pass.”

Together, she and Ethan moved along the stack. She checked sheet numbers. He checked titles. They both checked dates and revision clouds.

“Site plan,” she said.

“SP-1. Dated today,” he answered.

“Grading.”

“GR-1. Today.”

“Floor plans.”

He thumbed through the series. “FP-1 through FP-4. All today.”

“Elevations.”

“EV-1 through EV-4. Today.”

They worked down the list, cadence steady. When they reached the end, Victoria exhaled in a way that wasn’t quite a sigh but carried some of the same release.

“Okay,” she said. “That’s it.”

Ethan looked at the pile, the weight of it literal and metaphorical. Weeks of work, late nights, revisions, and second-guessing compressed into sheets of paper and lines on a screen.

“This is the one,” he said quietly.

Victoria glanced at him. “It’s a big one,” she agreed.

It wasn’t just the fee, though that would be significant for a firm their size. It was what the project represented. A full neighborhood. Dozens of houses. A presence in the town that went beyond a single remodel or a small commercial job.

If it went well, it would anchor them here.

He met Victoria’s gaze over the top of the stack. For a moment, the usual layers—task lists, next steps, the constant forward pull—fell away, leaving only the shared awareness of how much they’d put into this.

“Upload it,” he said.

She nodded once and turned back to her laptop.

He watched the progress bar creep across the screen as the file transferred to the client’s server. A few seconds where everything sat in suspension, work already done but not yet officially received.

Then a small confirmation window popped up.

“Submitted,” Victoria said.

Ashley, hovering just inside the doorway now, let out a breath he hadn’t realized she’d been holding. “That’s it?” she asked.

“For now,” Ethan said. “They’ll take their time going through it. Then they’ll send back a list of questions and changes.”

“And we’ll deal with those when they come,” Victoria added. “Today’s job was getting it out the door.”

She clicked a final time, sending the cover email that officially accompanied the upload. The packet existed in the world now, in someone else’s inbox, outside of these walls and their protective fussing.

Ethan rested his hands on the edge of the table and looked down at the printed set one more time. The lines were clean. The intent was clear. He knew, in his bones, that it was good work.

Ashley lingered a second longer, the stacks of drawings, the open laptops, the faint scatter of pens and highlighters. Her eyes met Ethan’s. There was pride there, and something like awe.

“Congratulations,” she said softly.

“We haven’t landed it yet,” he said.

“You finished what you could today,” she said. “That counts for something.”

It did. More than he’d let himself admit most days.

He glanced past her toward the reception desk, where the light from the front windows stretched into the room in a long, pale rectangle. The day outside had shifted without his noticing, the color of the sky different now from when he’d unlocked the door that morning.

For years, his life had been nothing but days like this, deadlines, packets, uploads, and the quiet satisfaction of lines lining up where they were supposed to. It had been enough then because he hadn’t known there was anything else.

Now there was the house, the backyard slowly taking shape, the women who occupied both.

Ashley standing in the doorway of his office, still around Victoria but inching closer without always realizing it.

Colin at the monitor, proud of the roof revision he’d nailed on the second try.

Victoria beside him at the table, pen finally capped, shoulders easing as the tension of the deadline bled out.

They had done what they needed to do today.

“Let’s call it,” he said, straightening. “We’ll clean up and get out of here.”

Victoria started stacking the sheets into the tube they’d use for transport tomorrow. Colin powered down the monitor. Ashley moved back to the front to shut down the phone system and straighten her desk.

Ethan stayed where he was for one last moment, looking at the cleared table, the empty space where the packet had been.

Then he turned off the drafting room light and followed the others out, pulling the door closed on the day’s work behind him.


Chapter 3

By the time Ethan pulled into the driveway, the light had thinned into that flat, late-afternoon gray that made everything look a little more washed out. A white pickup with a company logo on the door was already parked at the curb.

He killed the engine and sat for a second, hand still on the wheel, looking across the narrow side yard toward the back of the lot. He couldn’t see much from here—just the edge of the temporary construction fence and a glimpse of dirt beyond—but his mind filled in the plan automatically.

Macy’s head popped up between the front seats from the back, eager eyes fixed on the front door.

“Yeah, yeah,” he said, reaching back to ruffle her ears. “We’re home.”

He got out, grabbed his bag, and led the way up the front walk. The contractor stepped out from around the side of the house as Ethan reached the porch, a man in work boots and a faded jacket, a rolled set of plans under one arm, tablet in the other.

“Afternoon,” he said. “You’ve got good timing. I was just about to knock.”

Ethan shifted the strap of his bag higher on his shoulder. “We still good to walk everything?” he asked.

“Yep,” the contractor said. “Forms are coming in two days. We need to lock placement before then.”

The front door opened behind Ethan. Claire leaned into the frame, blonde hair pulled up in a loose knot, leggings dotted with faint white streaks where she’d obviously wiped floury hands.

“You’re back,” she said to Ethan, then focused on the man at his side. “And you brought company.”

“The contractor,” Ethan said. “For the yard.”

Claire’s eyes lit. “Oh, perfect. I was dying waiting for you to get home. Jess is in the kitchen. Victoria too.”

She stepped back, letting them in. Macy shot past Ethan’s legs and bee-lined for the kitchen, nails clicking along the floor.

They found the others gathered at the back of the house. Jess leaned against the island, arms folded, work clothes swapped out for jeans and a dark T-shirt. Victoria stood near the sliding door with a notepad in hand, her expression already in meeting mode.

The contractor nodded to the room in general. “Evening,” he said. “You all ready to take a look?”

Claire practically bounced in place. “Yes.”

Ethan set his bag on a chair and glanced at Victoria. “You have your questions?” he asked.

She lifted the notepad slightly. “Naturally.”

Ashley appeared at the archway from the hallway, stopping short when she saw the small group. She wore leggings and an oversized sweatshirt, bare toes curling briefly against the wood.

“Oh,” she said. “I didn’t realize you were starting.”

“We were waiting for you,” Claire said easily. “Come on, we’re going to judge where Ethan’s putting the pool.”

Ashley huffed a quiet breath that might have been a laugh and crossed to stand near the end of the island, opposite Jess. Her gaze flicked from Ethan to the contractor and then to the glass.

From inside, the backyard looked like a rough sketch. The rectangle of torn-up earth stretched from the back of the house to the property fence, stakes and strings cutting it into vague shapes.

“All right,” the contractor said, sliding open the back door. “Let’s walk it.”

They stepped out onto the temporary concrete pad that stood in for the future patio transition. Underfoot, the ground beyond dropped down immediately into packed dirt, uneven and rutted from equipment treads. Stacks of rebar and neatly bundled forms sat off to one side.

Ethan hopped down first and offered a hand back to Claire. She took it with exaggerated ceremony, making a show of wobbling as she landed even though she was perfectly steady. Jess followed, ignoring his offered hand and finding her own footing. Victoria came next, then Ashley, who hesitated for half a second at the edge before jumping down, landing lightly beside him.

The contractor moved a few feet out and stopped near a run of string pulled taut between two stakes.

“So,” he said, unrolling the set of plans enough to glance at them, “this line here is where we’ve got the back edge of the pool right now.”

He pointed with his boot to the faint trench that marked the outline. The long axis ran roughly parallel to the house, leaving space between the pool and the rear fence and a wider band between the pool and the back wall of the house.

“This would be the shallow end,” he said, motioning toward the side nearest the kitchen’s sliding door. “Deep end over there.”

Claire walked along the faint rectangle, arms held out a little for balance. “It’s bigger than I thought,” she said.

“That’s because you’re small,” Jess said.

“I am perfectly average-sized,” Claire said, stopping to glare back at her.

Ethan stepped to the contractor’s side, looking down the length of the chalked outline. In his head, it matched what he’d drawn: long and clean, just off-center in the yard to leave room for the grass pad on one side and the hot tub and seating on the other.

“You like it parallel to the house still,” the contractor confirmed. “We can angle it a bit if you want more interest.”

Ethan considered. An angled pool would add some flair but complicate everything else—patio edges, furniture, sightlines to the water in the distance.

“Keep it parallel,” he said. “It aligns with the house better. And the fence.”

“Works for me,” the contractor said. He made a note on the tablet.

Victoria had moved toward the corner of the yard closest to the neighboring lot where the old house stood. She looked back toward their second-story windows, gauging angles, then toward the neighboring windows beyond the shared fence.

“What’s the height on the pool decking at this edge?” she asked, pointing to the side nearest the fence.

The contractor checked the plan. “We’ve got it a few inches above existing grade here,” he said. “Yard slopes down a bit toward the back corner, so the far end’ll be closer to ground. We’re still within code for the barrier wall.”

“And the fence?” she asked. “You’re putting in the taller one we talked about?”

“Six-foot privacy,” he said. “All the way along here.” He gestured down the property line.

Victoria nodded but didn’t move. “From those back windows,” she said, tilting her head toward the old house, “they’ll still be able to see over easily. Especially second floor.”

Jess glanced up as well. “So they get a free show anytime we’re out here,” she said. “That’s comforting.”

Claire turned in a slow circle, arms spreading. “Or we can give them something worth watching,” she said lightly.

Jess gave her a look. “Not everyone wants to be a neighborhood entertainment center.”

Ethan tracked the line of Victoria’s sight. She was right; the neighbor’s second-floor windows had a direct angle into their yard. He’d factored that in on paper, but standing here, the reality was different.

“We can add some vertical screening along this edge of the patio,” he said. “Taller planters. Maybe a trellis.” He glanced at the contractor. “We talked about that, right?”

“Yeah,” the contractor said. “We can drop some footing pads in here for that now, so you’re not drilling through finished concrete later.”

“Do it,” Ethan said.

Victoria finally looked away from the neighboring house. “And the hot tub?” she asked. “Where exactly is that going?”

The contractor led them a few feet closer to the house, toward the side where the door to the sauna sat flush with the rear wall. Another rough rectangle was marked there, smaller than the pool’s outline but still substantial.

“Right here,” he said. “Pad and hookups. Close to the sauna door like you wanted, and not too far from the house electrical.”

Jess eyed the space, then the sliding door to the kitchen. “Feels a little exposed,” she said. “You step out of the house and boom, hot tub front and center. Are we putting a screen here too?”

“We can,” Ethan said. In his drawings, he’d placed a low wall or raised planter to break the view line from the door to the tub. On the ground, he adjusted that mental wall’s height up a notch.

Victoria walked the perimeter of the outlined pad, counting off paces. “If we bump it a foot this way,” she said, moving closer to the property line, “we can tuck it more into the corner and still keep access to the sauna.”

The contractor looked down at his plan, then at the stake locations. “We’ve got room,” he said. “Setback here is generous. You okay losing a little patio depth on this side?”

Ethan scanned the imaginary furniture layout in his head. Chairs, low table, space to walk. The foot Victoria was asking for wasn’t going to make or break circulation here, and it would pull the hot tub further out of the direct line from the sliding door.

“Yeah,” he said. “Slide it a foot toward the fence.”

The contractor thumbed a quick adjustment into the tablet. “We’ll move these stakes,” he said.

Claire stopped at the spot where the tub’s edges would eventually be. “So this is where we’re all going to be prunes by next winter,” she said, sounding pleased.

Jess joined her, folding her arms as she considered the imaginary water. “At least it’s close to the sauna,” she said. “Maximum heat efficiency. I approve.”

Ashley stood a few feet back from the others, hands slipped into the front pocket of her sweatshirt, eyes tracking the talk without interrupting. Ethan noticed the way she’d positioned herself, close enough to observe, far enough not to be in the way.

The contractor moved toward the middle of the yard again. “Now, the patio,” he said. “Right now we’ve got it coming out from the back of the house to about here.” He traced a shallow arc in the dirt with his boot. “Wraps around the pool on this side, leaves space for that grass strip on the other.”

He pointed toward the side nearest the old house, where a narrower band of dirt separated the pool outline from the fence.

“That strip’ll get sod,” he said. “You still happy with grass over there?”

Claire lifted her hand. “Yes,” she said immediately. “We need somewhere soft to flop that isn’t the pool edge. And Macy needs some green space.”

Jess looked down at the mud currently occupying that “green space.” “We also need to not track half of it back into the house,” she said. “Can we put another hose bib over there or something? A place to rinse off?”

The contractor nodded. “We can stub a spigot at that corner,” he said. “Tie it into existing. Easy enough.”

Victoria made another note.

Ethan crouched briefly, fingertips brushing the firmed earth along the future patio’s edge as he re-visualized the layout. Dining table near the house. Lounge chairs near the pool. The grilling station off to the far side, where he’d originally placed it to leave more open space by the sliding door.

“You still planning the grill over here?” the contractor asked, walking toward that far corner and gesturing at a set of stakes closer to the fence.

“That was the idea,” Ethan said, straightening. “Keep the smoke further out, more room by the door.”

The contractor nodded, then looked past Ethan toward the house. “And your main kitchen access is that slider there?” he asked. “No other door from the kitchen?”

“That’s it,” Ethan said.

“Okay.” The contractor turned in a slow half-circle, pointing from the sliding door to the staked grill area and back. “So you’ll be walking from there, across this path, over to here every time you’re hauling food.”

“Good cardio,” Claire said.

Jess shot her a look. “Until you trip over somebody’s chair.”

The contractor smiled briefly, then sobered. “Just something to think about,” he said. “How you see traffic moving between the kitchen and the cooking zone. We can always shift the grill closer if you want a more direct route. Once the gas and electric go in, moving it gets trickier.”

Ethan opened his mouth to answer on instinct—he’d had the grill out in that corner in every plan sketch so far—but the words stalled.

He looked back at the sliding door, then at the open, undefined area of dirt just outside it, then at the distant corner staked for the grill.

Before he could organize his thoughts into a decision, a different voice spoke up.

“What if you put the grill here instead?” Ashley said.

It was the first time she’d spoken since they came outside. All eyes turned toward her automatically. She flushed under the sudden focus but didn’t backtrack.

She stepped forward, out of her observer’s spot, and walked to a point a few feet to the right of the sliding door, along the back wall of the house where there was currently nothing but bare siding and, further down, the sauna door.

“If the grill’s over by the fence,” she said, nodding toward the stakes, “you have to carry everything across the whole patio. And you’ll be weaving around whatever furniture you put out here. But if it’s…” She stopped where she was and turned so she faced both the door and the yard. “If it’s here, you come straight out of the kitchen and it’s right there. You’re not going through the whole space to get to it.”

She glanced at Ethan, gauging his reaction, then at the contractor.

“And you’d still have a clear path from the door to the pool,” she added, motioning along an imaginary line that ran diagonally from the sliding door to the pool’s shallow end. “You won’t have people carrying food and people heading for the water competing for the same strip all the time.”

Ethan saw it as soon as she traced the path with her hand.

In his head, the old plan and Ashley’s suggested adjustment overlaid and separated. Grill tucked into the corner, forcing a long L-shaped route from the kitchen. Grill hugged in closer to the house, creating a compact work zone just off the door and freeing up the outer patio for furniture and movement.

He stepped to where she stood, mentally dropping the rectangular footprint of the grill and counter against the wall.

“We could still vent it away from the door,” he said slowly. “And leave enough room here for a prep counter. Run gas and electric inside this wall instead of trenching all the way out.”

The contractor had raised his brows, interest clear. “You’ve got more flexibility running utilities right along the house,” he agreed. “And you’re right about the circulation.” He nodded toward Ashley. “Keeps your food run short and your main path to the pool open.”

Jess shifted her weight, scanning the imaginary layout Ashley had drawn in the air. “It also means less distance between the stove and wherever Ethan tries to set things on fire out here,” she said dryly. “I support minimizing the drop zone.”

Claire laughed. “And it keeps the cook closer to the wine,” she said, gesturing back toward the kitchen. “Also important.”

Victoria’s pen hovered over her notepad. She looked from the door to Ashley’s suggested grill spot, measuring angles with the invisible grid that always seemed to overlay her vision.

“It makes sense,” she said after a moment. “Functionally. We’ll have a higher concentration of activity right here, but it’ll be the kind of activity we expect near the house. Serving, cooking, talking. The rest of the patio can be for sitting and…other things.”

Her eyes flicked briefly toward the pool and hot tub area before returning to the wall.

Ethan didn’t miss that slight catch. Neither did Claire, if the glint in her eyes was any indication.

“Other things,” Claire repeated, voice warm with suggestion.

Jess gave Claire a light elbow but didn’t contradict her.

Ethan focused on the layout again, not because he was ignoring the innuendo but because the decision actually mattered.

“If we move the grill here,” he said, looking at the contractor, “what does that change for you?”

“Not much,” the contractor replied. “We shift the stub for gas, add an outlet on that wall if you want lighting or a fridge under the counter. Patio shape here will flatten out a bit instead of wrapping so far to the corner, but that just gives you a cleaner edge.” He glanced at Ethan. “Better to decide it now than after the slab’s poured.”

Ethan nodded once, decision solidifying. It wasn’t just that the suggestion was good; it was that he could already see them using the space the way Ashley described. Him stepping out with a tray straight onto a small outdoor kitchen zone. Claire slipping past to grab plates. Ashley between the two, laughing as she tried not to get bumped. Jess leaning against the counter with a drink, Victoria hovering near the door but still outside enough to be part of it.

“Let’s move it,” he said. “Grill and counter along this wall, starting about three feet off the slider. Leave enough space so the door can be open without hitting anything.”

The contractor tapped adjustments into his tablet. “Got it,” he said. “I’ll mark new stake locations before I go. We’ll trench utilities along the foundation here instead of through the yard.”

Ashley’s shoulders eased a fraction. She looked at Ethan, expression a mix of relief and something more tentative, like she wasn’t sure how big a thing she’d just done.

He caught her gaze and held it. “Good call,” he said. “I should have thought of that.”

“You were thinking about the big picture,” she said quickly. “I just…saw where we keep dropping things when we come out with food now.”

“It matters,” he said. “How it works when you’re actually using it.”

Claire stepped in and looped an arm through Ashley’s, squeezing gently. “Look at you,” she said. “Fixing our traffic flow. Very official.”

Ashley ducked her head, though she didn’t pull away from Claire’s hold. “It’s not a big deal,” she said, but there was a quiet satisfaction there she couldn’t quite hide.

“It is a big deal,” Jess countered, more blunt. “You just saved all of us from carrying hot plates across an obstacle course for the rest of our lives.”

Victoria wrote something down, then snapped the notepad closed. “We’ll need to adjust the furniture plan,” she said. “But in a good way. It simplifies the layout.”

She looked at Ashley directly. “Thank you,” she added. “For speaking up.”

Ashley blinked, thrown for a second by the direct acknowledgment. “You’re welcome,” she said. Her fingers tightened briefly around Claire’s arm before relaxing.

The contractor walked them through a few last details: lighting conduits along the pool edge, future locations for low-voltage path lights, the exact width of the steps down from the house into the yard once the permanent patio was in.

Ethan gave input where needed, but his mind kept drifting back to that moment when Ashley had stepped forward, voice steady despite the blush on her cheeks, and pointed out something he, the architect, had missed in his own backyard.

Not because he couldn’t see it, but because he hadn’t stood in the flow of their daily movements the way she had over the past weeks, quietly learning the patterns.

When they finally wrapped up, the contractor gathered his rolled plans and promised updated sketches based on the grill adjustment and hot tub shift.

“We’ll have forms in by Friday,” he said as he climbed back up onto the small concrete pad near the door. “If you think of anything else, now’s the time to holler.”

Ethan nodded. “I think this covers it,” he said. “Thanks.”

Once the contractor headed back around the side of the house, his boots leaving faint impressions in the dirt, the group lingered in the yard.

Claire turned in a slow circle, arms stretched wide. “I can already see it,” she said. “Pool, chairs, lights. It’s going to be so good.”

Jess tucked her hands into her back pockets, looking less overtly demonstrative but no less invested. “Assuming we don’t go broke paying for it,” she said, though the comment lacked real bite.

“We’ll be fine,” Ethan said. He thought of the packet they’d sent off a few hours before, sitting now in a client’s inbox. “Things are lining up.”

Victoria stood with one foot on the packed dirt and the other still on the pad, halfway between house and yard. Her gaze swept the lines of stakes and outlines one more time, then she nodded.

“This makes sense,” she said. “Functionally and…for us.”

Her eyes cut briefly to Ashley again on that last word, a small but deliberate inclusion.

Ashley had moved a step back from Claire but stayed out in the yard, hands still in her sweatshirt pocket. She looked from the spot where the grill would now sit to the pool’s edge and then up at the house.

“I like it,” she said quietly. “I can see…us out here.”

Ethan heard the small catch in the pronoun and felt something inside his chest give a little. Not them. Us.

He walked back toward the house, stopping where the corner of the future counter would be, hand resting lightly against the blank siding.

“Next time I burn a steak, it’ll be right here,” he said.

Claire groaned theatrically. “Don’t curse it.”

Jess smirked. “If he burns it, it’s user error, not placement error. We can’t blame Ashley’s traffic flow.”

Ashley huffed another soft laugh. “I’m not responsible for his cooking choices,” she said.

“You say that now,” Claire said. “Wait until you’re out here with him lecturing you about sear lines.”

Ethan let their teasing wash over him, gaze fixed outward over the raw yard one more time.

The pool, the hot tub, the patio, the grill. On paper, they were lines and dimensions. Out here, standing with the people who would use them, they were evenings and weekends, late nights and lazy mornings, the shape of the life he was building with them.

And now, Ashley’s suggestion sat literally against the back wall of the house, built into that shape.

She hadn’t waited for someone to ask what she thought. She hadn’t checked with him first with a look. She’d just seen a better way for them to move through their future and said it out loud.

He knew, logically, that it was a small thing in the scheme of the whole project. A few feet of repositioned equipment. A shifted utility line.

Emotionally, it didn’t feel small at all.

“Come on,” he said at last, stepping back onto the pad and sliding the door open wider. “Let’s get inside before you track more of this in than necessary.”

Claire hopped up next, then immediately bent to clap her hands softly at Macy, who had been investigating a pile of lumber and now trotted over with muddy paws.

Jess followed with a resigned shake of her head. “I’m buying stock in doormats,” she muttered.

Victoria went in next, already flipping her notepad open again as if half her brain had jumped straight to updated sketches and lists.

Ashley climbed up last. As she stepped past Ethan, he touched two fingers lightly to her elbow, just enough to make her glance up.

“You did good out there,” he said, keeping his voice low, just for her.

She ducked her chin, but her eyes met his. “I just…don’t like the idea of you carrying hot dishes across a battlefield,” she said. “Self-preservation.”

He smiled. “I’m still counting it.”

Color rose in her cheeks again, but she didn’t look away until she’d given him a small, honest smile in return.

Then she moved into the house after the others, leaving faint smudges from her bare feet on the temporary concrete as she went.

Ethan slid the door closed behind them and took one last look at the ragged yard through the glass.

Dirt now. Plans in his head. Stakes in the ground. And, for the first time, Ashley’s mark on the layout of the home itself.

The life he’d stumbled into with them was no longer just something that happened around him. They were all, piece by piece, shaping it together.


Chapter 4

The next afternoon, light lay flat across the neighborhood, the sky washed in a pale, indifferent blue. Ethan stood at the back windows with his phone in hand, scrolling through an email from the contractor.

A bulleted list of suppliers filled the screen. Patio pavers. Pool coping. Tile. “Selections needed before forms pour,” the subject line read.

Out back, the yard was still a mess of dirt and stakes, but now he could see it layered with more than just shapes. Stone, color, the way water would catch light against tile.

Macy sat at his heel, head tilted toward the glass as if she could see it too.

He thumbed down to the last line of the email. There it was—Tom’s store listed as the local source for patio stone and basic pool tile. A note underneath: “Samples on hand, can order anything not stocked.”

He smiled faintly. Of course.

Footsteps sounded in the hall, a quick, light sound he’d learned belonged to one person.

Ashley stopped just shy of the kitchen, then took the last few steps in when she saw him turn.

She wore jeans and a soft-looking sweatshirt with the sleeves pushed up to her elbows, her hair pulled back into a loose ponytail. She’d ditched her work flats for sneakers. Her bag wasn’t on her shoulder, which meant she’d already come back from the office.

“Hey,” she said. “You’re home early.”

He checked the time. It wasn’t really early—just not late. “Victoria kicked me out,” he said. “Told me if I hovered over the inbox any harder I’d break the server.”

Ashley’s mouth curved. “Did you argue?”

“I know when I’ve lost,” he said. “Packet’s in. Nothing to do but wait for them to read it and think of everything they want to change.”

She stepped up beside him, gaze going automatically to the backyard. “It still looks like a disaster,” she said.

“It does,” he agreed. “But it’s a disaster with a schedule.”

She watched the dirt a beat longer, then glanced at his phone. “Contractor?”

“Yeah.” He turned the screen so she could see. “He wants me to pick patio stone and pool tile. They’ve got sample boards at your dad’s place.”

Her brows lifted slightly. “You’re going to the store?”

“Unless you think he’ll charge me double,” Ethan said.

“He might,” she said. “But he’ll feel bad about it later.”

He hesitated for only a second. “Come with me,” he said. “You helped fix the grill. You should weigh in on what you’re walking on the rest of your life.”

Color flickered high in her cheeks at the phrase “rest of your life,” but she didn’t look away.

“You sure?” she asked. “I mean, Claire will probably have opinions. And Jess. And Victoria will have a spreadsheet.”

“Claire and Jess are both working late,” he said. “Victoria’s on a call with the engineer until at least five. Contractor wants decisions this week.” He shrugged. “Somebody has to be the adult.”

She huffed an almost-laugh. “Terrifying thought.”

He tucked his phone into his pocket. “Besides,” he added, more honestly, “I don’t get you to myself very often. Come pick rocks with me.”

Her eyes softened at that, the hesitation in her shoulders easing a notch. “Okay,” she said. “Let me grab my jacket.”

She disappeared down the hall. Macy looked between Ethan and the direction Ashley had gone, tail sweeping hopefully.

“You’re staying,” Ethan told her. “Guard the house.”

Macy flopped down with a put-upon sigh, or what passed for one, and rolled onto her side.

A minute later, Ashley was back with a light jacket zipped halfway and her keys in hand even though she wouldn’t be driving.

“Ready,” she said.

They stepped out into the cooler air. The coastal breeze slipped between the houses, carrying just enough edge to make her zip her jacket the rest of the way as they crossed the driveway.

He unlocked the SUV and opened her door first. She climbed in, tucking her legs in carefully, the motion neat without being self-conscious. When he came around and slid behind the wheel, she was already fastening her seatbelt.

He started the engine and backed out, the house and the torn-up yard shrinking in the mirrors.

The drive into town was short—only a few turns between quiet residential streets and the older, denser blocks where Main Street cut through. For a while, they rode in an easy quiet, the kind that didn’t feel like pressure to fill.

Ashley’s gaze stayed mostly out the window. She watched the houses go by, the older bungalows and the newer infill projects he and Victoria hadn’t designed but still critiqued in their heads.

“You sure you want my opinion?” she asked finally, eyes still on the passing sidewalk. “About tile and stuff?”

“Absolutely,” he said. “You live there.”

“I live in your house,” she corrected gently.

“Our house,” he said. “You changed where the grill goes. That’s basically a land deed.”

Her mouth twitched. “I don’t think that’s how property law works.”

“It is in this truck,” he said.

She turned her head then, looking at him instead of the street. There was a trace of something in her eyes—amusement, yes, but layered over something more tentative.

“You really want me to just…pick things?” she asked. “Like I haven’t even been here that long.”

“I want you to tell me what you think,” he said. “I’ll still argue if you try to talk me into hot pink concrete.”

“No danger of that,” she said. “I get hives just thinking about it.”

They pulled onto Main. Stone and brick storefronts lined the street, two-story buildings with narrow facades. The sign for Tom’s hardware hung above a wide window stacked behind with rakes and bags of soil still in their spring plastic wrap.

Ethan slid the truck into a spot half a block down and killed the engine.

“Dad’s going to say something,” Ashley warned as they walked toward the store. “He can’t help himself.”

“I can take it,” Ethan said.

“I know,” she said. She hesitated a beat, then added, “I just—he’s getting used to…all of this.”

“I know,” Ethan said again, softer this time.

He pushed open the glass door and the familiar interior came into view: narrow aisles of shelves, pegboard walls hung with tools, the front counter with an old register and a newer computer jammed into the same space.

Tom stood at the far end of the counter, hunched over a clipboard. He straightened when the door opened, eyes going first to his daughter, then to Ethan.

“Ash,” he said. “You off work already?”

“They sent Ethan home before he chewed through his desk,” she said lightly, stepping up to the counter. “We’re here to look at stone and tile. The contractor said you had the samples.”

Tom grunted, eyes flicking to Ethan again. “Yeah,” he said. “Carter Stone and Masonry dropped a whole mess of those binders off last week. Figured they’d be for you sooner or later.”

He slid the clipboard aside and wiped his palms on his jeans out of habit, then jerked his chin toward the back. “Tile boards are on the right, pavers on the left. Don’t drop anything, those display racks cost more than they should.”

“We’ll be careful,” Ethan said.

Tom’s gaze lingered on him a fraction longer. “Pool’s really happening, then?” he asked.

“It is,” Ethan said. “Yard’s a war zone already. No going back.”

Tom’s mustache twitched, the closest his face got to a smirk. “Well, you’ll have something nice to sit around when you’re too tired to work,” he said. “Try not to track half of it through my store.”

Ashley relaxed slightly at the familiar gruffness. “Come on,” she said to Ethan, tilting her head toward the back.

They wove through the aisles to the rear of the store, where the shelves gave way to a more open area. Freestanding racks of stone samples and tall boards hung with tile swatches lined the space. The boards were heavy, each one a dense grid of small squares glued into curated combinations.

Ethan exhaled, some part of him already sliding into the mental mode that sorted surfaces and colors.

“You’ve done this a million times,” Ashley said, watching his face.

“Not for my place,” he said.

He started with the patio pavers. Slabs of concrete and stone in various neutrals leaned on angled racks with cooler grays, warmer beiges, some mottled mixes.

Ashley stepped up beside him, hands tucked into her jacket pockets. “What were you thinking?” she asked. “Like, mood-wise.”

He tilted his head, considering. “Something that doesn’t glare in the sun,” he said. “Not white. Not too dark, or it’ll cook your feet. Warm side of neutral, maybe. Enough texture that you don’t feel like you’re on a parking lot.”

She considered the options in front of them, expression tightening as she tried to translate abstract into physical. She reached out and touched the edge of one sample, then another, fingertips brushing over rougher edges and smoother faces.

“This one’s kind of nice,” she said, nodding at a paver that leaned midway down the rack. It was a soft tan with subtle variation, not perfectly flat, the surface broken with just enough irregularity to read intentional.

“It is,” he agreed. “But it skews a little yellow. Against the house, it might fight the siding.”

She frowned slightly, then nodded, accepting the explanation instead of taking offense. “Okay,” she said. “What about…this?”

She moved two samples down and tapped a paver with a cooler base, a blend of gray and beige that sat firmly between.

He pulled it out a little to look at it in better light. “That’s closer,” he said. “Reads neutral. Ties with the house trim. Won’t show every speck of dirt. You like it?”

She studied it again, then looked at him. “I think so,” she said. “It feels…calm. Not like it’s trying to be the star.”

“That’s the pool’s job,” he said.

“Exactly,” she said.

He slid the sample all the way out of the rack and rested it against the side. “We’ll mark this as an option,” he said. “Maybe grab one of the darker ones too for the coping so we’ve got contrast.”

She moved with him, watching the way his hands found and sorted options. When he shifted to the coping stones—the thick pieces that would cap the edge of the pool—she reached past him without thinking and lifted one, testing its weight.

He was ready to take it from her, but she balanced it just fine, fingers finding solid grip around the ends.

“Too dark?” she asked, holding up a charcoal piece near the neutral paver they’d pulled.

“Maybe,” he said, tilting his head. “It’d look good wet, but in this climate it might read heavy.”

She put it back and chose a slightly lighter one, more slate than black. “This?” she tried.

He pictured it in place, the band of darker stone framing the water, set against the body of the patio. “That could work,” he said. “You’re good at this.”

She shrugged one shoulder. “I’ve been staring at your backyard through the window every morning,” she said. “I’ve had time to imagine what I’d want under my feet instead of mud.”

He didn’t miss the way she said “my feet,” not “our feet.” Progress in the pronoun department went both directions.

“Let’s put those two together,” he said, stacking the coping sample on top of the paver. “See how they read side by side.”

They carried them over to the tile boards.

The pool tile samples were more obviously varied: blues and greens, some mosaics with metallic flecks, some pale, almost disappearing into neutral.

Ashley paused in front of a board of bright, almost tropical blues and raised her brows. “We’re not doing that,” she said.

“No,” he agreed promptly. “I don’t want it to look like a resort brochure. Or like we installed a screensaver.”

“That one’s pretty,” she said, shifting to a board with smaller, more muted tiles: a mix of soft blue-greys and sand tones, the pattern complex but not loud.

He lifted the board off its hook and carried it to the small island of cleared floor where they’d set the stone samples. He leaned the tile board against the wall and propped the paver and coping pieces in front of it.

They stepped back together, shoulder to shoulder.

The combination worked. The paver grounded everything, the coping framed the imaginary water, and the tile evoked the ocean nearby without mimicking it outright.

Ashley’s face smoothed out as she took it in, a small satisfaction in the way her mouth relaxed.

“You’re seeing something,” he said.

“I’m seeing you out there, complaining that I got water on the grill,” she said.

He laughed. “That sounds accurate.”

“And Claire floating on one of those ridiculous flamingo things,” she went on. “And Jess pretending she’s too cool for any of it and then stealing the flamingo later. And Victoria sitting under the umbrella with a book until we drag her into the hot tub.”

He listened as she sketched the future out loud, each detail about a specific person, not just in generic ideas.

“And you?” he asked. “Where are you in this picture?”

She hesitated. Her gaze stayed on the sample set, but he saw her throat work.

“I’m…somewhere,” she said. “Hopefully not hiding in the kitchen.”

He wanted to say he couldn’t picture that version, but he let her finish.

“It’s still weird,” she added quietly. “Sometimes.”

He looked at her profile. “Living in a construction site?” he said lightly, giving her an easy out if she wanted one.

“That, too,” she said. Then she drew in a breath. “No, I just—being with you is…” She stopped, searching for a word. “Simple, I guess. Even when it’s not. I know what we are. I know what you want from me and what I want from you. It makes sense in my head.”

She tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear, fingers brushing her cheek.

“But walking into…all of this?” she said. “The house. The office. Everyone who already has these whole histories with you and with each other. Sometimes it feels like I showed up halfway through a movie and I’m trying to pretend I’ve been there from the opening credits.”

He let that land before answering.

“You’re not pretending,” he said. “You’re here.”

“I know I am,” she said quickly. “It’s just—the other night, when you guys were talking about that cruise? You all have these stories. Inside jokes. Places you’ve been. The gazebo, the island, the hotel balcony. You just…slide into them.” She swallowed. “I don’t have any of that. Not with all of you. Not yet.”

Her voice didn’t go wobbly, but it thinned at the edges.

“And at the office,” she added. “Sometimes I watch you and Victoria and I can see how…well-oiled you are. You finish each other’s sentences about roof pitches and parking ratios. You have this whole shared language I barely speak. It feels like—” She broke off, shaking her head. “Like I’m always the newest person in the room. Everywhere.”

He leaned his shoulder lightly against hers, the contact subtle but steady.

“You know what I saw last night?” he asked. “Out in the yard?”

She gave him a sidelong look. “Me being bossy about the grill?”

“I saw you see something I missed in my own design,” he said. “I’ve been drawing that yard for months. You walked out there, watched how we move between the kitchen and outside, and you said, ‘Hey, this doesn’t actually work if you live here.’ That’s not a bystander. That’s…ownership.”

Her mouth tugged. “You make it sound like I did something huge.”

“For me, it was,” he said. “And for Victoria. She doesn’t say thanks lightly. You noticed that.”

Color touched her cheeks again. She looked down at the samples, then back up. “She scares me a little,” she admitted.

“Victoria?” he asked, surprised but not entirely.

“At the office,” Ashley clarified. “At home she’s…quieter. But at work she’s this laser-focused version of herself. She always seems ten steps ahead. I don’t want to be the one messing up her plan.”

“You’re not,” he said. “She trusts you more than she lets on.” He thought of Victoria asking, mid-email, if Ashley seemed okay. The way she’d noticed the deposit receipt detail without being in the room. “She talks about you when you’re not there, you know.”

Ashley’s brows went up. “That sounds ominous.”

“In a good way,” he said. “Like yesterday—she told me she doesn’t have to chase invoices anymore because you’re keeping everything straight. That matters to her. She doesn’t hand that sort of responsibility to just anyone.”

Ashley absorbed that, fingers worrying the edge of the tile board lightly.

“And Claire and Jess?” Ethan went on. “You really think they don’t see you as part of the movie?”

She huffed softly. “Claire sees me as her new favorite toy,” she said. “In a nice way. Mostly.”

“She teases the people she likes,” he said. “If she thought you were just a guest, she’d be on better behavior.”

“I’ve never seen her on good behavior,” Ashley pointed out.

“Exactly,” he said.

Her smile flickered, more genuine.

“And Jess,” he said. “She doesn’t waste words. You’ve seen that. If she didn’t think you were worth engaging, she’d nod and go back to her laptop. Instead she’s explaining status meetings to you and letting you borrow her car when you need it.”

“That was self-preservation so I wouldn’t make her late,” Ashley said, automatic, then stopped. “Okay, maybe a little more than that.”

“She likes you,” he said simply. “They all do. They talk to me about you when you’re not around. Claire keeps bringing up little things you say. Jess said you handled that drunk walk-in at the office last week better than either of us would have.”

Ashley blinked. “She did?”

“She did,” he said. “Her exact words were, ‘Ashley’s unflappable, it’s unnerving.’”

Ashley laughed, quick and surprised. “I was not unflappable. My hands were shaking the whole time.”

“Yeah, but you did it anyway,” he said.

She looked back at the sample combination they’d assembled. “It’s not that I think they don’t like me,” she said after a moment. “I just…there’s this weight, you know? Like I walked into something good, and I’m terrified of throwing it off balance.”

He understood that more than he liked.

“When Claire and Jess moved in,” he said slowly, “I thought I was going to ruin everything. My life, theirs, the friendship they had. I spent months waiting for it all to fall apart. It didn’t.”

She turned her head, studying his face.

“And then Victoria came here,” he went on. “We’d already built a life at the house. She and I had our own history from the firm. None of it matched up cleanly. I was sure I was going to screw that up too. I almost did. More than once.”

“What changed?” she asked quietly.

“I stopped treating it like I was adding people onto something finished,” he said. “We started treating it like…we were building something new every time. With each person. The house we have now isn’t the same house it was when it was just me. Or me and Claire. Or me and Claire and Jess. Or me and Victoria.” He nodded at the pool tile. “And it’s not going to be the same house in six months. Or a year. Or whenever Macy finally falls in the pool.”

Ashley’s lips curved. “She’s going to.”

“Oh, absolutely,” he said.

He shifted back to face her more fully. “You’re not an afterthought we squeezed into an existing frame, Ashley,” he said. “We’re making new space. With you. Around you. You picked the grill spot. You’re picking what everyone’s feet are going to feel when they walk outside. That’s…foundational.”

She made a soft, incredulous sound. “You realize you’re talking about concrete.”

“I’m an architect,” he said. “It’s how I say ‘I love you.’”

Her eyes widened, then softened, some guarded place in them loosening. “You do say it,” she said. “Sometimes.”

“Not enough,” he said.

“It’s weird hearing it in front of other people,” she admitted. “Good weird. But weird.”

“It was weird for me too, at first,” he said. “But it doesn’t make it less true.”

She looked down at the samples again, then back up. “I just don’t want to be the one everyone remembers as ‘the girl who showed up later,’” she said. “You know?”

“You won’t be,” he said. “They’re going to remember you as the one who kept the office from falling apart. Who made sure we ate on deadline days. Who talked your dad into stocking the weird tea Claire likes. Who made Victoria laugh in the middle of a budget meeting. Who…” He nodded at the stone and tile. “Made the backyard actually work.”

She swallowed, the line of her throat moving. “You make it sound like I’m already…part of the house.”

“You are,” he said. “You’ve been part of it since the day you walked into that office and asked if we were really okay with you having purple hair on your résumé photo.”

She groaned softly. “I can’t believe you remember that.”

“I remember a lot of things about you,” he said.

Her cheeks flushed again, but she didn’t drop her eyes this time. She held his gaze, steady.

“Okay,” she said finally. “Then let’s pick your tile.”

“Our tile,” he corrected.

She let out a breath that sounded like it had been sitting in her chest for weeks. “Our tile,” she echoed.

They took photos of the combinations with his phone, noting product numbers off the backs of the samples. Ashley double-checked each number, her organized side coming to the front. Ethan watched her, the methodical way she wrote them down in his notes app.

When they carried the samples back to the racks, Tom appeared at the end of the aisle, wiping his hands on a rag.

“You find what you needed?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Ethan said. “We’re going to go with the Riverside paver and the slate coping. And this tile set.” He held up the board briefly.

Tom took it, eyeing the colors. “Not bad,” he said. “Doesn’t look like a hotel lobby. I’ll call in the order for you.”

“Thanks,” Ethan said.

Tom’s gaze flicked between them again, Ethan, then Ashley, then back. For a second, something complicated moved behind his eyes. Concern, curiosity, the wary protectiveness of a father whose daughter had stepped into a life stranger than most.

“Looks good,” he said at last, handing the board back. “You’ll have a nice setup over there.”

Ashley watched him closely, measuring the tone.

“Dad,” she said, “you should come by when it’s done. Sit by the pool. Judge Ethan’s grilling.”

Tom snorted. “I’ve been judging Ethan’s life choices for years,” he said, but his voice had lost some of its stiffness. “I can probably fit in some steak critiques.”

Ashley smiled. It wasn’t the tight, careful one she used on office visitors. It was more sincere.

“Okay,” she said. “I’ll hold you to it.”

They said their goodbyes and stepped back out onto Main. The sun sat lower now, the light cutting at a different angle down the street.

On the walk back to the truck, Ethan brushed his knuckles lightly against Ashley’s hand. She didn’t pull away. She hooked her fingers through his for the last few steps without making a production of it, like it was something they did every day in public.

He liked the weight of that more than he expected.

Once they were in the SUV, he started the engine and pulled out, easing back toward the residential streets. For a couple of blocks, they didn’t talk. The silence felt different now—filled, not empty.

Ashley rested her head back against the seat, watching the houses drift by.

“It felt good, you know,” she said after a minute. “Seeing your world like that. The office. The store. The yard. The pieces that made you before I showed up.”

He glanced at her, then back at the road. “They’re better with you in them,” he said.

She smiled faintly. “You’re biased.”

“That doesn’t mean I’m wrong,” he said.

They turned off Main onto the quieter street that led back toward their end of town. The ocean didn’t quite show itself between the houses, but he could feel it, the way the streets subtly angled toward it.

Without thinking too hard about it, he let his right hand slip off the steering wheel and settle on Ashley’s thigh.

Her jeans were soft under his palm, worn from wash and wear. His fingers curved around the outside of her leg, thumb resting along the inside near the seam.

He felt her body go still for the briefest moment, a tiny, involuntary brace he would have missed if he didn’t know her so well now. Then, instead of pulling away or going rigid, she exhaled and let herself ease into the touch.

Her muscles softened under his hand. She shifted minutely, angling her body a little more toward him to give his fingers more of her thigh instead of less.

Her hand dropped from where it had been resting by her hip and came to lay over his, her palm warm through his skin. She didn’t press him harder or move him anywhere. She just rested there, her smaller hand fitting over his knuckles as if she were pinning him to the place he’d chosen.

The trust in that simple gesture hit him harder than any more overt reaction would have.

She watched the road ahead, not making a big deal out of it. “This feels…less like I’m borrowing something that isn’t mine,” she said quietly. “More like I’m…home.”

He swallowed, throat unexpectedly tight.

“You are home,” he said. “With me. With them. With us.”

Her fingers squeezed his once, firm.

“Okay,” she said.

They drove the rest of the way like that—his hand steady on her thigh, hers resting over it, the SUV holding the shape of the new space they’d just defined between them.

When he turned onto their street, the outline of his house rose ahead, the old house standing next to it like a shadow of a previous life. Beyond, he knew, the torn-up yard waited, now holding in its future the stone and tile they’d chosen together.

He pulled into the driveway and cut the engine. For a second, neither of them moved. Then Ashley unbuckled her seatbelt and turned to him.

“Thanks,” she said. “For…letting me pick rocks with you.”

He huffed a quiet laugh. “Anytime,” he said. “We’ve got a whole house. Plenty of decisions left to make.”

She leaned in, bridged the small gap between them, and pressed her mouth to his.


Chapter 5

By midmorning, the office felt strangely quiet.

Not silent, phones still rang up front, the printer in the corner of the drafting room still hummed every so often—but the taut, strung-tight edge that had lived in the space for weeks had thinned.

Ethan stood at the end of the central table in the drafting room with his hands braced on the edge, studying the checklist Victoria had drawn across the top sheet of a yellow pad.

“Design development packet,” she read aloud, ticking items with her pen. “Site plan, grading, floor plans, elevations, sections, details, landscape summary, phasing diagram, utilities coordination notes, cover memo, transmittal. All updated. All checked.”

Colin sat on a stool near the monitor, swiveling slightly back and forth, the nervous energy he tried to hide showing up in the movement of his foot against the stool rung. His rolled-up plaid sleeves were already smudged near the cuffs from where his forearms had brushed fresh prints.

“So this is the full neighborhood set,” he said. “Not just the first pass.”

“This is the one they’ll actually build from,” Ethan said. “Assuming they don’t decide they want to move every window and driveway after today.”

He tried to keep it light, but the weight of it sat in his chest. This wasn’t a one-off custom house or a small commercial space. It was streets and lots and patterns people would live inside for years.

Victoria clicked the end of her pen once and looked up at him over the checklist. “We’ve already sent them the design packet,” she said. “They approved the general direction. Today is just…making it official.”

“Just,” Colin echoed under his breath, then caught himself. “I mean—right.”

From the front of the office, Ashley’s voice floated back faintly. “Yes, he’s in today. Let me check his schedule and see when he’s free.”

Ethan glanced toward the door out of habit, picturing her at the reception desk—head bent over the appointment book, fingers moving on the keyboard.

He dragged his attention back to the table. They’d spent the last two days folding in small clarifications the client had asked for after the first upload—nothing major, just notes about typical fences, clearer callouts where they’d grouped porch options, a better label on the drainage swale that ran behind the rear property line.

The packet in front of him now represented all of it. The printed sheets lay stacked, rubber-banded in sets, mirrored by the digital file already compiled on Victoria’s screen.

“Okay,” Victoria said, dropping the pen and straightening. “We’ve triple-checked everything we can from this end. The city portal is open.” She nodded toward her laptop. “You want to do the honors, or should I?”

Ethan rubbed his palms once along the edge of the table, as if he could shake the lingering tension into the wood, then stepped around to her side.

“I’ll click it,” he said. “If it explodes, at least we’ll know who to blame.”

Colin slid off his stool and came closer, peering over their shoulders. From the hallway, Ashley appeared in the doorway and hovered there, a file folder in hand, clearly catching the shift in the room.

“You’re submitting now?” she asked.

“That’s the plan,” Victoria said.

Ashley stepped fully into the room and moved to stand just inside the door, an unspoken understanding that this was the center of gravity for the next few minutes.

On Victoria’s screen, the city’s online submission portal was already open. Project name. Address. Applicant: Ethan Carter Design, with their small firm logo in the corner. A list of required attachments stretched down the page, each line marked with a green check where Victoria had already loaded the files.

“All PDFs are attached,” she said, voice steadier than Ethan knew she felt. “Forms are filled. Fees are calculated.” She glanced sideways at him. “You want to read the declaration again?”

“We’ve read it three times,” he said. “If they’re going to charge us double because I built my own house next door, let them.”

Victoria’s mouth twitched, the closest she got to a pre-submittal smile. The cursor hovered over the button at the bottom of the screen: SUBMIT APPLICATION.

Ethan rested one hand lightly on the back of her chair and reached forward with the other. His fingertip hit the trackpad. The arrow on the screen slid into place over the button.

He pressed.

For a second, nothing happened. Then the page refreshed and a small, anticlimactic banner popped up across the top: “Application Submitted Successfully.”

“That’s it?” Colin asked. “No fireworks? No confetti cannon?”

“Not in a municipal interface,” Victoria said dryly. “You’re lucky it didn’t crash.”

Ethan let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding, the sound bare and quiet in his own ears. The number on the screen meant the plans no longer lived solely in their office and in his head. They belonged to the city’s review queue now, to the developer’s schedule, to the path that would either end in construction or in a politely worded rejection.

“Official,” he said.

“Official,” Victoria echoed.

He straightened, rolling his shoulders once. The tension didn’t vanish completely—it never did—but something loosened, like a tight strap being let out a notch.

Ashley smiled from the doorway, “Congratulations,” she said. “You just built a neighborhood and pressed send on it.”

“We built a neighborhood,” he corrected automatically, looking around the room. “All of us.”

Colin pushed his glasses up his nose, trying and failing to hide the grin that broke across his face. “This is the biggest thing I’ve ever worked on,” he said. “I mean, I did a shade structure in studio once, but they didn’t have to get utilities to it.”

“You earned your name in the title block,” Ethan said. “You handled pressure, you caught details, you made that roof on lot nine work without me holding your hand.” He meant it. “Be proud of that.”

Colin’s grin sharpened into something like pure satisfaction. “I am,” he admitted. “I didn’t want to say it, but—I am.”

“You can say it,” Victoria said. “Just don’t put it on your business cards yet.”

Ashley stepped further into the room, tucking the folder against her side. “I, uh, took the liberty of…marking the occasion,” she said.

Victoria arched a brow. “How many cakes did you buy?”

“None,” Ashley said quickly. “I mean, one, technically, but it’s small. And sandwiches. And fruit. I blocked off the lunch hour on the calendar.” She lifted her chin a little, bracing for pushback. “No meetings. No calls you have to take in the middle of a bite. Clients can survive for an hour.”

Ethan blinked, absorbing that.

“You scheduled us lunch?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said. “Also, I put a note on the front door that we’re closed for a staff meeting from twelve to one. That’s true enough.”

“Ashley,” Victoria said, faintly incredulous. “You turned off the tap.”

“Just for an hour,” Ashley said. “You’ve all been tied in knots over this for weeks. You can sit down and breathe like human beings for one lunch. I’ll keep the guilt calls off you.”

Colin let out a low whistle. “I like this version of you,” he told her. “Office tyrant.”

Ashley flushed but held her ground. “Somebody has to manage you,” she said. “Consider this my contribution to workplace morale.”

Ethan felt a laugh start low in his chest, surprising in its ease. “What did you get?” he asked.

“Sandwiches from the place next door,” she said. “Everything’s labeled. Turkey, roast beef, veggie. And I got that lemon cake Claire likes from the bakery because I figured you’d end up bringing her a piece anyway.”

“You told Claire?” Victoria asked.

“No,” Ashley said. “I just…kind of know what she talks about when she calls you in the middle of the day and you put her on speaker.”

Victoria closed her laptop with a soft click, conceding the point. “All right,” she said. “Fine. We’ll have a mandatory celebratory lunch.”

Ashley’s shoulders eased slightly, as if she’d been waiting for someone to pull rank and cancel the idea.

Ethan glanced back at the screen one more time, took in the confirmation number, and then let himself turn away from it.

“Good,” he said. “Because I’m starving.”

They crowded around the small conference table with more informality than it usually saw.

Ashley had laid everything out already—neat stacks of boxed sandwiches, a plastic container of cut fruit in the middle, a modest lemon loaf on a paper plate with a knife and stack of flimsy forks beside it. She’d raided the supply closet for actual napkins instead of paper towels and set four mismatched mugs at one end for coffee.

“Presenting: Carter Design’s executive dining room,” Colin said, dropping into a chair and pulling a sandwich box toward him. “Dress code: whatever didn’t have ink on it this morning.”

Victoria sat next to him, loosening the collar of her blouse a fraction as if conceding the relaxation physically. Ethan took the seat opposite her, leaving the spot at the head of the table empty. Ashley hovered for a second, defaulting to the chair closest to the door out of long habit, as though she might need to leap up at any second to grab the phone.

“Sit,” Ethan said. “The calls can wait. You made the rule.”

She hesitated, then slid into the chair beside him instead, breaking her usual pattern. From here, she could still see the reception desk through the open doorway, but she was inside the circle, not at its fringe.

Colin opened his sandwich box and peered inside. “She even remembered no mustard,” he said to Ethan. “You’re spoiling us.”

Ashley looked pleased despite herself. “I wrote it down after last time,” she said. “You made a face.”

“That was a justified face,” Colin said. “Mustard has its place. Just not…on everything.”

Victoria lifted the lid on her own box and inspected the grilled chicken salad inside. “This looks…surprisingly decent,” she said. “You got the dressing on the side?”

“Of course,” Ashley said. “I like living.”

Ethan unwrapped his sandwich and leaned back in his chair for a moment, just watching them.

Victoria, who usually ate at her desk with one eye still on her screen, had her laptop closed and pushed beyond arm’s reach. Colin’s ever-present sketchpad lay off to the side, unopened. Ashley’s phone sat face down by her elbow, the office line muted on “Do Not Disturb.”

For the first time in what felt like a long stretch, nobody was half in and half out of the room.

Ashley sat quietly for the first few bites, listening more than talking, but it was a different kind of quiet than when she’d first started working there. Less wary, more observant. When Colin made a joke about the city portal looking like it had been coded in 1998, she laughed openly, head tipping back for a second.

“It probably was,” she said. “I had to call their support line once. The woman walked me through a process that involved Internet Explorer and a PDF plug-in I’m pretty sure doesn’t exist anymore.”

Victoria shuddered. “Don’t remind me. At least today went through without them telling us to clear our cache seven times.”

“They’ll tell us that anyway when we call about the review timeline,” Ethan said.

Colin wiped a crumb from his mouth and looked across the table at him. “You really think they’ll approve it?” he asked, the question honest and a little vulnerable.

“I do,” Ethan said. “We listened. We adjusted. It hits their lot count, respects the grading, doesn’t cram garages in people’s faces. It’s good.” He let that sit for a heartbeat. “And if they come back with questions, we’ll handle them. That’s the job.”

Colin nodded slowly, soaking that in like more than just an answer about this one project. “It feels…different,” he admitted. “Being on this side of it. In class, you pin something up, get critiqued, and then it’s over. Here, somebody’s going to spend ten years looking at a street I drew.”

“Or cursing your name when they have to shovel their driveway,” Victoria added.

“Either way, you made a mark,” Ethan said.

Ashley picked up a slice of apple from the fruit container, rolling it between her fingers for a second before speaking. “It’s like you’ve been saying at home,” she said. “You used to work on things that belonged to someone else’s company. Now it’s your name on the plans. Your office. Your neighborhood.”

“Our office,” Victoria corrected automatically, though there was no edge to it. “Our neighborhood.”

Ashley dipped her head. “Right. Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize,” Victoria said. “You’re right to make him own it. He will, left unchecked, try to pretend he’s just the guy who draws.”

“That’s not true,” Ethan protested, then thought about the last few weeks and conceded silently that it might be.

Ashley smiled. “Well, either way, you’re all…doing something real,” she said. “I’m just the one who tells people when you’re not available.”

“Don’t undersell that,” Ethan said. “You kept everything else running while we were buried back here. You screened vendors, you wrangled invoices, you made sure the clients didn’t walk off with half our pens.” He paused. “And you made us stop long enough to eat lunch that doesn’t come out of a vending machine.”

“She’s right, you know,” Colin said, pointing his sandwich at her. “You’re part of this. If I ever get a full-time job here, I’m putting ‘Supported by Ashley’ on my résumé.”

Ashley laughed, the color rising in her cheeks again. “You don’t have to do that,” she said.

“I kind of want to,” he said.

Victoria picked up the knife and cut a modest slice from the lemon loaf, sliding the paper plate in front of Ethan before slicing another for herself.

“I thought we were saving that for Claire,” Ethan said.

“We can save most of it for Claire,” Victoria said. “She won’t notice if one slice is missing. Or two.”

Ashley eyed the cake, then him. “I got it for all of you,” she said. “Not just her.”

He picked up the fork. “Then we should respect the baker,” he said, taking a bite.

The lemon was sharp and sweet, the crumb dense enough to feel substantial but not heavy. He chewed, swallowed, and nodded. “Good call.”

Ashley relaxed another fraction, as though his approval of the cake carried more weight than it logically should.

“Okay,” Victoria said after a few quiet minutes of eating and low conversation. She dabbed the corner of her mouth with a napkin, habits of neatness reasserting themselves. “We’ve submitted. We’ve eaten. What’s the rest of the day look like?”

Colin looked mildly panicked. “There’s a rest of the day?”

“Yes,” she said. “The world didn’t stop just because we hit send. We still have the townhouse remodel and the café renovation drawings to finish.”

Colin groaned in theatrical despair. “I was hoping for at least an hour of basking.”

“You’re basking right now,” Victoria said. “Let it soak in while you update door schedules.”

Ethan smiled into his coffee. The banter felt lighter than it had in weeks. Even Victoria’s to-do list tone carried less steel, more rhythm.

Ashley wiped her fingers on a napkin and pushed her chair back a few inches. “I’ll go turn the phones back on,” she said. “Before someone decides you’ve all fallen off the edge of the map.”

Ethan touched her forearm lightly as she passed his chair. “Hey,” he said.

She paused, looking down at him.

“Thank you,” he said. “For this. For…building some breathing room into the day.”

Her eyes softened, the brown of them warm. “You’d do it for me,” she said simply. “You kind of already do.”

She slipped away then, back to the front, where her world lived behind the reception desk and the front windows.

Ethan sat there for a minute longer, the taste of lemon. It sank in, gradually, that for the first time in a long time he didn’t feel entirely defined by the next deadline pressing in from the edges.

They’d done the thing they’d been straining toward. Whatever came back from the client and the city would come later. For now, the work sat on someone else’s desk.

He looked around their mismatched conference table—the architect, the planner, the intern, the woman at the front desk who had drawn them all into a pause—and felt something quiet and deep settle in his chest.

This was his. The firm, the project, the people. The life that had grown up around him while he’d been busy drawing other people’s houses.

They didn’t leave early, exactly, but the afternoon had a different feeling.

Colin took the townhouse drawings and lost himself in adjusting cabinet dimensions, humming under his breath whenever he thought no one could hear. Victoria retreated to her office with a stack of contracts, but every so often Ethan caught her staring out her window at Main Street, a small, rare smile pulling at her mouth before she shook herself and went back to work.

Ashley moved at her usual steady pace up front, answering calls, sending emails, greeting a walk-in who wanted to ask about a porch addition. Yet there was a lightness to her too. She leaned on the edge of Ethan’s doorframe at one point, telling him about a local painter who’d come in to drop off a card and ended up talking her ear off about trim colors.

By five-thirty, the inbox was as under control as it ever got, and the natural lull of late afternoon settled over the office.

Ethan shut down his computer and gathered his things. When he stepped out into the reception area, Ashley was closing a file drawer, her bag already on the floor beside her chair.

“Heading out?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he said. “You?”

“In a minute,” she said. “I just have to send one last email. My dad asked me to confirm the delivery time for the paver order, and I don’t want him showing up at your house at sunrise because someone mis-typed a date.”

“I appreciate that,” he said.

Victoria emerged from her office at the same time, coat over one arm, purse in hand. “Colin, you good?” she called down the hall.

“Yeah,” he said from the drafting room. He appeared a second later, rolling his shoulders. “I’ll lock up.”

“We’ll lock up,” Victoria corrected, jerking her chin toward Ethan. “You’re not the only responsible adult here.”

Colin saluted with two fingers. “See you tomorrow,” he said. “Try not to freak out if the client doesn’t email by nine.”

“I make no promises,” Ethan said.

Ashley finished at the keyboard and stood, slipping into her jacket. “What are you doing tonight?” she asked him.

He hesitated for half a beat, then made the decision as he said it. “Stopping by that place on Belmont for takeout,” he said. “Bringing dinner home. I think the house deserves a night off from cooking too.”

Ashley’s mouth curved. “They’re going to like that,” she said. “Claire especially. She’s been talking about their fries for a week.”

“Good,” he said. “Text them I’m on my way?”

She nodded. “I will.”

They stepped out together, locking the front door behind them. The air outside felt cooler than it had earlier, the light pulling longer shadows down Main.

Ethan watched Colin head toward the bus stop, backpack slung over one shoulder, then turned to Ashley.

“You want a ride?” he asked.

“I drove in this morning,” she said. “I’m good. But…thanks.” She shifted her bag on her shoulder. “See you at home.”

He watched her cross toward the small lot where her car was parked, the familiar figure now part of the evening rhythm of this street the same way she was part of the morning at his kitchen table.

Then he turned the other way and headed for his truck.

***

The takeout place on Belmont sat in a low building with faded paint, the kind of spot locals knew without needing a sign. Ethan picked up a couple of paper bags heavy with food, the warmth seeping into his fingers through the thin handles, then drove the familiar route back toward the water.

By the time he pulled into the driveway, the sky had softened into early evening, the houses on either side of the street lit from within. Light glowed through his own front windows, warm rectangles against the cooler exterior.

He balanced the bags in one arm and let himself in.

The smell of something simple—maybe coffee from earlier, maybe the faintest trace of whatever Claire had snacked on before—lingered in the entry, but the dominant impression was just warmth and light.

Claire popped up from the couch as soon as she saw the bags. “You brought food,” she said, eyes bright. “You’re my favorite person.”

“You say that every time he feeds you,” Jess said dryly from her spot at the other end of the couch, legs curled under her. She’d already shed her work clothes for a soft-looking T-shirt and lounge pants, hair pulled back.

“It’s always true,” Claire said, crossing the room to relieve Ethan of one of the bags. “What did you get?”

“Stuff from Belmont,” he said, kicking off his shoes. “Enough to feed a small army.”

“Perfect,” she said. “We are a small army.”

Victoria appeared in the archway from the hallway, tablet tucked under one arm but screen dark. “Or a very specific kind of commune,” she said.

Ashley was right behind her, having clearly only just come in herself; her hair was still slightly wind-tossed from the walk in from the car, jacket half unzipped.

“How’d it go?” Claire asked as she started unpacking containers onto the dining table. “Is the neighborhood officially a twinkle in the city’s eye?”

Ethan set the remaining bag down and took in the room for a second: Claire already rifling through boxes, Jess watching with a half-smile, Victoria lingering at the edge with that look that meant she wanted the answer but wouldn’t demand it, Ashley pausing just inside the threshold, eyes focused on him.

“It’s submitted,” he said. “To the city. To the client. Full neighborhood, full set. We’ve got a confirmation number and everything.”

Claire let out a small whoop and flung her arms around his shoulders, almost making him stumble. “You did it,” she said into his neck. “We did it.”

“We did,” he agreed, steadying them both.

Jess stood and came over more composed, but there was unmistakable relief in her eyes. “That explains why Victoria didn’t bite my head off when I called earlier,” she said. “Congratulations. Again.”

Victoria inclined her head. “Thank you,” she said.

Ashley leaned her shoulder briefly against the doorframe, watching them with that mix of fondness and a still-new kind of belonging.

“He’s being modest,” she said. “He did more than click a button. But also—yes. It’s done. For now.”

Claire pulled back enough to look at Ethan’s face. “Do you feel like you can finally breathe?” she asked.

He thought about it. The tightness in his chest he’d been carrying for weeks wasn’t gone, but it had shifted. Less looming, more…background.

“Yeah,” he said. “I do, actually.”

“Then we should celebrate,” she said matter-of-factly, turning back toward the table. “With fries. And whatever else is in here.”

Ashley moved forward then, shrugging out of her jacket and draping it over the back of a chair. “I’ll grab plates,” she said, automatically taking up a spot near the cabinets. It struck Ethan that a month ago, she would have hovered nearer the edge, waiting for someone else to move first.

He went to the kitchen and pulled extra glasses down before she could, their hands brushing briefly when they both reached for the same one. She smiled, that soft, private version he was coming to recognize as just for him, then turned toward the sink to fill the pitcher with water.

They ate around the dining table instead of scattering, a pile of containers between them—burgers, fries, salads, a couple of things with more vegetables than Claire would usually choose. Conversation bounced lightly between work and everything else.

Jess asked about the city’s review timeline and rolled her eyes predictably when he told her it could be “anywhere from two weeks to a month.”

“So basically sometime this year,” she said.

“Government efficiency,” Victoria replied. “Slow but thorough. Usually.”

Claire demanded updates on the backyard instead, and Ethan told them about the patio and tile choices, about how Ashley had weighed in on the coping color and vetoed the tropical blue mosaic.

“You stopped him from turning it into a Vegas pool?” Claire asked, mock shocked. “Hero.”

Ashley ducked her head, but she was smiling. “He wasn’t going to do that,” she said. “I just…nudged.”

Jess speared a fry. “Between the grill move and the tile, you’re basically designing the yard,” she said. “We should be paying you a consultant fee.”

“I get paid in rent and fries,” Ashley said. “I’m fine.”

Victoria, who had been quieter, set her fork down and looked at Ethan. “It felt different today,” she said. “At the office.”

He met her gaze. “In a good way?” he asked.

“In a…less clenched way,” she said. “We’ve been running so hard at this for so long, I forgot what it felt like to send something big out and not have an immediate next crisis waiting in the wings.”

“Give it a couple of days,” Jess said. “You’ll find something to obsess over.”

“True,” Victoria said. “But for now, I’d like to enjoy the illusion.”

Claire lifted her glass. “To illusions,” she said. “And to neighborhoods. And to our architect, who is very good at making both real.”

Ethan rolled his eyes, but he picked up his own glass. Ashley did too, a half-second after the others, mirroring the motion.

“To all of us,” he said, because it felt wrong to let it sit on him alone. “For the office. For the house. For…everything.”

They clinked glasses gently, the sound small in the space but enough to mark the moment.

As they ate, the talk drifted to smaller things. Claire recounted a ridiculous customer she’d had at the bank that day. Jess shared an anecdote about a client who’d tried to schedule three back-to-back meetings without realizing they were in different time zones. Victoria admitted, grudgingly, that she’d almost fallen asleep at her desk once in their old firm.

Ashley listened and joined in, offering a story about an elderly couple who’d come into the office to ask if Ethan could help them turn their garage into a hobby room.

“They kept calling it ‘the project,’” she said, amused. “Like they were launching a rocket.”

“You told them we’d call them back,” Victoria said. “Right?”

“I did,” Ashley said. “After I got their number twice because they refused to write it down.”

The back-and-forth had an ease to it. No sharp edges, no careful stepping around invisible lines. Every so often, Ethan caught Ashley looking around the table, eyes lingering on each of them in turn as if cataloging the way she fit into the picture.

When the food was gone and the containers collapsed into the trash, they moved toward the living area out of habit, collapsing onto the couch and chairs in a comfortable tangle.

Macy hopped up to claim her usual spot near Ethan’s feet, head resting on his shoe. Claire tucked herself against one arm of the couch, legs draped over his lap. These slow nights never got old for Ethan. With the weight of work lifted, he eased into the cushions with the women by his side.


Chapter 6

Ethan sat at the kitchen table with his laptop open, fingers resting on the keys more than moving over them.

The back windows framed the same torn-up expanse they had for days now—stakes and strings, mounded dirt, the rough cut of the pool hollow and the squared pad where the hot tub would sit. No crew had been out that day. The equipment sat still, outlines sharp against the raw ground.

Macy lay half under his chair, one paw extended, chin resting on it, eyes turned toward the glass like she expected the hole in the yard to fill itself if she watched long enough.

He glanced from the empty site back to the screen. An email from the contractor confirming delivery dates on the pavers and tile sat open, his own cursory response already drafted. Another tab held the city’s submission portal, their confirmation number a small, plain line of text at the top of the page.

The edge in his chest that had been there for weeks was softer now. Not gone, but dulled. The packet was out. The next move wasn’t his.

He nudged the laptop closed halfway and let his gaze drift back outside. If he looked past the mess of the yard and the neighboring roofs, he could catch a sliver of the horizon where the ocean sat. The sky over it was clear, washed out by afternoon light.

Tires rolled into the driveway out front, the movement catching his eye through the side window near the entry. A familiar car eased into place. Right after, another car pulled in behind it and stopped.

He pushed the laptop fully closed and stood. Macy’s head lifted. As he moved toward the front of the house, she got up and trotted ahead, tail swinging.

From the front door, he could see through the narrow sidelight window as the four women stepped out onto the drive.

They were already talking when they shut the doors, faces turned toward each other instead of the house. Claire had a bright-colored shopping bag hooked over one wrist and a pair of sunglasses pushed up into her hair. Jess carried nothing, hands free in that way she always seemed to manage, keys disappearing into a pocket without him seeing where. Victoria had her crossbody bag strapped neatly at her hip, posture relaxed in a way he didn’t usually see at the office. Ashley was in jeans and a simple top, jacket unzipped, hair pulled back into a loose knot.

The difference hit him before he could put words to it.

On other days, Ashley had tended to drift half a step behind the rest of them when they came home together, orbiting the edge of their cluster. Not out of obvious discomfort, just a quiet deference that left a sliver of space between her and whatever rhythm the others moved in.

Now, she was right in the middle.

Claire looped her arm casually through Ashley’s as they headed up the walk, animatedly saying something Ethan couldn’t hear. Ashley laughed—head tipped back briefly, mouth open, nothing held in. Jess, walking on Ashley’s other side, shook her head and said something that made Ashley nudge her with her shoulder in easy retaliation.

Victoria walked just off Claire’s other side, closer than usual, listening.

Ethan opened the door as they reached the porch.

“You’re back,” he said.

Claire breezed past him first, holding the shopping bag aloft like a prize. “We come bearing very important research,” she said. “And possibly a dent in my bank account.”

Jess followed, arching a brow at him as she went by. “Prepare yourself,” she said. “You’re about to have opinions about twelve nearly identical pieces of fabric.”

Victoria gave him a small nod as she stepped inside, a hint of color high on her cheeks from the walk.

Ashley came in last, but not because she’d hung back—she’d simply been the one closest to the door when Claire surged ahead. As she crossed the threshold, her shoulder brushed Ethan’s without the little flinch of awareness that used to follow accidental contact. She looked up at him and smiled, immediate and uncomplicated.

“Hi,” she said. “We didn’t burn the town down.”

“I appreciate that,” he said. “Looks like you did some damage anyway.”

He nodded at the bag in Claire’s hand. Up close, he could see another handle looped over Ashley’s wrist—a smaller bag in a different store’s colors.

Claire toed off her shoes, dropping her sunglasses onto the small table by the door. “We need the yard done like, yesterday,” she said, already angling toward the kitchen. “I have a vision and it requires water.”

“Of course it does,” Jess said, slipping out of her own shoes. “You had a vision in the swimsuit section too. Several visions.”

Ashley laughed again, a quick, genuine sound that made Ethan glance at her. The sound wasn’t new, exactly. It was just…easier. Less filtered.

“We had to talk her out of sequins,” Ashley said. “It was a whole thing.”

“They were tasteful sequins,” Claire said over her shoulder. “And you’re the one who found the one-piece with the cutouts that’s basically lingerie.”

Ashley’s blush came fast but didn’t shut her down. “That was not basically lingerie,” she said, following them down the hall. “It just didn’t look like something my dad would approve of, which is the point.”

Victoria shook her head, but the edge of her mouth lifted. “Tom would have a heart attack if he knew what you tried on today,” she said to Ashley. “Please don’t tell him.”

“No one’s telling him anything,” Ashley said. “I’m going to change in the dark and pretend it’s a turtleneck.”

Ethan closed the door and trailed them toward the kitchen with Macy at his side.

They spilled into the open space naturally, the way they always did, but the pattern within it had shifted. Claire dumped her bag on the dining table and started pulling things out. Jess leaned against the island, crossing her arms. Ashley slid into the space opposite her without hesitating, hands lightly on the edge of the counter. Victoria took her usual place near the back windows, but instead of watching silently, she turned toward the table.

“Okay,” Claire said, rustling tissue paper aside. “Swimsuit summit. Backyard design committee. We need to be prepared before the pool shows up.”

Ethan leaned a hip against the far end of the island and watched.

Claire produced a scrap of bright teal fabric first and held it up. It was small. Triangles, thin straps. The sort of thing that, on Claire, would look like it had been made for magazine shoots instead of a residential pool.

Jess gave it a flat look. “That’s not a swimsuit,” she said. “That’s a suggestion.”

“It’s festive,” Claire said. “And the yard’s basically going to be our own private beach club. We can’t show up underdressed.”

Ashley snorted. “There isn’t enough fabric there to be dressed, period,” she said. There was no edge of apology in it, no quick glance toward Ethan or Victoria to see if she’d overstepped. Just easy, shared humor.

Claire clutched the bikini to her chest dramatically. “I feel attacked.”

“You feel delighted,” Jess said. “You’re going to wear that once, take a picture, and spend the rest of the summer in the normal one you also bought.”

Claire’s eyes flicked toward the bag. “I did buy a normal one,” she admitted.

“Show them,” Victoria said, surprisingly quick.

Claire blinked at her, then grinned and dug further into the bag. She pulled out a second suit—a one-piece in a deep, solid color, simple line, low back.

“This is the practical one,” she said. “For when we have to pretend we’re adults.”

Victoria stepped closer to look at it, fingers brushing the shoulder strap. “This will actually stay in place if you dive,” she said. “I approve.”

“You would,” Claire said. “You probably bought something with sleeves.”

Victoria glanced down at her own shopping bag, smaller and slimmer than Claire’s, then back up. “No sleeves,” she said. “But no sequins either.”

Ashley tugged her own bag’s handle into view and pulled out a folded piece of black fabric with clean lines.

Jess’s brows went up. “Let me guess,” she said. “You got the one that looks deceptively modest until you turn around.”

Ashley smoothed the suit out on the table without self-consciousness. It was a one-piece, simple in front, with a more dramatic cut in the back.

“It fits,” she said. “And it doesn’t make me feel like I’m going to fall out if I breathe. That seemed like a good baseline.”

Claire eyed it appreciatively. “You’re going to look amazing in that,” she said, entirely sincere. “Ethan’s going to walk off the patio.”

“Don’t make him drown,” Jess said. “We just got the plans submitted.”

Ashley flicked a look toward Ethan then, quick and sideways, as if suddenly remembering he was in the room. Instead of flushing and folding, she rolled her eyes lightly.

“He’s seen me in less,” she said, the words coming out more wry than coy.

Claire made a pleased noise. Jess’s mouth curled at one corner. Victoria’s plate-shifting gaze flicked between Ashley and Ethan, taking in the ease with which the remark landed.

Ethan felt his own mouth tug. “I have,” he said. “Still not opposed to you buying things you like.”

Ashley’s lips tipped into a small, quiet smile that reached her eyes. “Good,” she said. “Because returning swimsuits is a pain.”

Claire held her two suits up side by side and turned to Victoria. “What about patio furniture?” she asked, changing gears without warning. “We saw this set at the store that had these huge cushioned loungers. Like, ridiculous. I want them.”

Jess made a face. “You want to turn the backyard into a hotel pool deck.”

“Yes,” Claire said instantly. “That’s exactly what I want. With little tables for drinks and maybe a cabana.”

“This is a residential lot,” Victoria said, but there wasn’t much real protest in her tone. “Not a resort.”

“It’s going to feel like one,” Claire said. “We’re going to have a pool and a hot tub and a grill and probably fairy lights everywhere. We need furniture that matches the vibe.”

Jess tilted her head toward Ethan. “Hear that? Your yard’s turning into a resort whether you like it or not.”

“I’m okay with the resort idea,” he said. “As long as it doesn’t look like we stole furniture from a theme park.”

Ashley tapped the edge of the table with one finger, expression thoughtful. “We saw a couple of sets that could work,” she said, slipping into the conversation without waiting to be invited. “There was one with low, chunky wood frames and light cushions. It looked relaxed, not…overly shiny.”

“Comfy,” Claire agreed. “I almost fell asleep on the display.”

“And one with metal frames and those woven straps,” Ashley went on. “A little more…structured. But it would hold up better if we leave it out when the weather gets weird.”

Victoria turned her attention fully to her, interest engaged. “What were the cushion colors?” she asked. “Neutrals?”

“The wood one had this sandy beige,” Ashley said. “Nice, but maybe too close to the patio color we picked. It might all blur together.”

Ethan blinked. A month ago, Ashley had hesitated to offer any opinion beyond whether something was “nice.” Now she was casually running visual contrast in her head against the paver sample they’d chosen.

“And the metal one?” Victoria prompted.

“Deeper gray,” Ashley said. “Enough contrast that it wouldn’t disappear, but not so dark it looks like it’s trying too hard.” She looked at Ethan. “With the lighter stone and the slate coping? It would frame the pool without competing with it.”

“That sounds right,” he said. “You took pictures?”

Ashley nodded and pulled her phone out of her back pocket, swiping to a set of photos. She stepped closer to Ethan and Jess, angling the screen where they all could see instead of handing it to him alone.

The first shot showed Claire sprawled dramatically across one of the big loungers, one leg thrown over the arm, sunglasses on, lipsticked mouth in an exaggerated pout. The second was a simple overview of the wood-framed set, cushions pale, table low. The third showed the metal-framed group—clean lines, gray cushions, a matching side table.

“That one looks like you,” Jess said to Victoria, nodding at the third photo. “Put-together. Mildly intimidating.”

Victoria eyed the picture. “I’ll take that as a compliment,” she said. “The lines are good.” She glanced at Ashley. “You’re right about the contrast. The gray would anchor the space.”

Claire zoomed in on her own pose in the picture. “I look hot,” she said. “We should buy all of it.”

“We’re not buying based on how you look draped over a display chair,” Victoria said.

“Why not?” Claire asked. “That’s how we’ll use them.”

Jess nodded toward the metal set in the third photo. “If we go with that one, we’re going to need cushions that don’t stain every time Claire spills wine,” she said. “Maybe not white.”

Ashley angled the phone toward Jess. “They had covers you can take off and wash,” she said. “And the fabric was one of those outdoor ones that you can wipe down.” She looked to Victoria again. “We checked the tags. They’re not cheap, but they’re not…obscene.”

Victoria folded her arms, thinking. “We can afford it,” she said. “Especially if the neighborhood contract lands the way we expect. And it’s not like we’re buying new furniture every year.”

Claire clasped her hands together. “Is that a yes?” she asked.

“It’s a ‘we’ll go look at them together before we buy anything,’” Victoria said. “But I’m not opposed.”

Claire turned to Ashley and bumped her shoulder lightly. “See?” she said. “You’re a good influence. If I’d gone alone we’d be getting the sequined ones.”

“There were no sequined chairs,” Ashley said.

“There should have been,” Claire replied.

Ethan watched Victoria and Ashley exchange a small, unforced smile. A month ago, every interaction between them had carried the faint stiffness of mutual caution. Now, Victoria was asking Ashley about fabric durability, and Ashley was answering without the look of someone reciting for a test.

“What else did you find?” he asked, partly because he actually wanted to know and partly because he liked watching them move through this together.

“Umbrellas,” Claire said immediately. “Big ones. Like, canopy-of-shade big. Ashley says I’ll cook if I lie in the sun all day.”

“You will,” Ashley said. “You move three shades lighter if you’re away from the window for an hour.”

Jess smirked. “She’s going to end up with a weird tan line in the shape of the hot tub steps.”

“Better that than in the shape of a lounge chair,” Ashley said. “And we saw a fire pit thing that looked kind of cool, but we decided to wait on that because we weren’t sure how it would work with the layout.”

Ethan raised a brow. “You discussed layout?” he asked. “Without me?”

“Relax,” Jess said. “We didn’t redraw your plans. We just stood in the store and argued about where you’d put chairs.”

“And we remembered where you moved the grill,” Ashley added. “So we didn’t stick anything in front of that in our imaginary setup.”

“Progress,” he said.

He took the phone when Ashley offered it and scrolled through a couple more photos. Most were of furniture, but a few were candid pictures of Ashley and Claire laughing at something off-camera, Jess holding up a swimsuit with a skeptical expression, Victoria at the edge of a frame, looking up from a display with an unguarded half-smile.

He handed the phone back, the image of Ashley between Claire and Jess lingering in his mind.

“You look like you had fun,” he said.

Ashley slid the phone into her pocket. “We did,” she said simply.

Claire nodded vigorously. “We got coffee, we mocked bad sunhats, we made Victoria try on a floppy one and she almost smiled—”

“I did not try on a floppy sunhat,” Victoria said. “You held one over my head for thirty seconds. That doesn’t count.”

“It counts in my heart,” Claire said.

Jess’s mouth twitched. “You realize you spent four hours arguing about furniture and fabric and came home with three swimsuits and zero chairs,” she said.

“It’s called prioritizing,” Claire said.

Victoria shook her head, but the look she gave Ashley as the conversation rolled over them was quiet and approving.

Ethan filed that away.

He stepped back to the counter and pulled a bottle of water from the fridge more out of habit than thirst, watching over the open door as the four of them continued to pick apart their afternoon.

Ashley didn’t retreat to the edge of the room the way she might have once. She stayed at the heart of the cluster, elbows resting on the island, weight settled comfortably through her hips. When Claire threw an arm around her shoulders without warning, she only laughed and leaned into it briefly before straightening. When Jess teased her about the cutouts on one rejected suit, she pushed back with a dry one-liner that drew a real laugh from Jess.

Even with Victoria, the old hesitation was dulled. When Victoria asked if the metal chairs they’d liked came with matching tables in a smaller size, Ashley answered immediately, detailing options, even suggesting how a narrow table might fit between two loungers without crowding the path to the pool.

Ethan sipped his water and let their words wash over him, more interested in cadence than content.

Something had loosened during the hours he hadn’t seen. He didn’t know if it was a single conversation in a car, a shared joke over bad sunhats, or simply time spent walking through stores together without him as a buffer. Whatever it was, it had shifted Ashley’s center of gravity.

She wasn’t hovering on the outskirts anymore, waiting to see where she was allowed to step. She was standing in the middle of their talking, their planning, their teasing, feet planted solidly on the same ground.

He felt a small pulse of gratitude that whatever had done it had come from them, not from him. There were things between women he could never fully orchestrate, only hope for.

“Hey,” Claire said suddenly, snapping her fingers. “We should do a test run.”

“Of what?” Jess asked.

“Of the whole vibe,” Claire said. “Once the pool’s in. Swimsuits, chairs, drinks. A full backyard rehearsal.”

“We live there,” Jess said. “Every day is a test run.”

“But we need a proper first night,” Claire insisted. “To christen the place.”

Victoria made a noncommittal sound, but her eyes had gone distant in the way they did when she was already blocking out a date in her head.

Ashley caught Ethan’s gaze across the island and held it for a second longer than usual.

“You’re going to have your resort,” she said. “Whether you like it or not.”

He smiled. “If this is the planning committee, I believe it.”

She rolled one shoulder, easy. “You started it,” she said. “You built the house. We’re just…filling it in.”

He let that sit. It was exactly what he’d wanted—and, for a long time, exactly what he’d been afraid to admit aloud.

Later, when the initial unpacking and show-and-tell had tapered off and everyone had drifted into late-afternoon tasks with Jess upstairs to answer a few lingering work messages, Victoria to the office nook with her tablet, Claire to the couch with a fashion magazine she’d picked up in town—Ashley wandered into the kitchen again.

Ethan stood at the counter with a cutting board and a handful of vegetables.

Ashley stopped beside him, hip brushing the cabinet, and reached automatically for the knife he wasn’t using.

“I can help,” she said.

He slid some of the vegetables toward her. “Just chopping,” he said. “Nothing fancy.”

She started slicing. After a few strokes, she said, without looking up, “You were staring.”

“At the vegetables?” he asked.

“At us,” she said. There was no accusation in it. Just observation.

He set his own knife down. “Maybe a little,” he admitted.

She shifted a piece of pepper to the side, lining the slices up neatly. “What were you thinking?” she asked.

“That you looked…different,” he said. “Good different. More…in it.”

She paused, blade resting on the board. “In it?” she echoed.

“In the middle,” he clarified. “Not…hovering near. You and Claire and Jess, talking like you’ve been doing this for years. You and Victoria arguing about fabric. It looked…” He searched for the right word. “Settled.”

She absorbed that quietly, then resumed chopping. “It felt different,” she said after a moment. “Good different.”

He watched the steady rhythm of her hands. “Something happen today?” he asked. “Other than Claire terrorizing the swimwear racks.”

She huffed a small laugh. “There was a lot of that,” she said. Then she sobered, eyes on the board. “I don’t know if there was one big thing. We just…talked.”

He waited, giving her room.

“Claire kept pointing out things she thought I’d like,” Ashley said slowly. “Not just stuff she liked. Dresses, stupid mugs, whatever. She kept saying ‘this is so you’ like she already had a category for me in her head.”

Ethan could picture that easily. Claire mapped people to colors and shapes instinctively.

“Jess made fun of both of us,” Ashley went on. “But she also…told me stories. About you. About her. About…before. The cruise. The city. The beach. All the stuff you guys mention and then move past. She filled in blanks. It didn’t feel like I was getting the highlight reel. It felt like she was handing me…context.”

He nodded, throat tight around something he didn’t want to name too closely.

“And Victoria…” Ashley hesitated. “She walked next to me the whole time.”

“On purpose?” he asked.

“I think so,” Ashley said. “She kept…looping me back into whatever they were talking about. Asking what I thought of a thing. Checking the practical stuff with me. At one point we were standing in front of this ridiculous outdoor sofa and she said, ‘If we get this, you’re the one who’s going to have to keep it from blowing away in a storm while we’re at the office.’ Like she just…assumed I’d be there. Watching the house. Part of the plan.”

Ethan felt something settle in his chest at that.

“She told me she was glad you were at the front desk,” Ashley added, quieter. “Because she doesn’t have to keep half her brain on logistics anymore. She said…she trusts me with that.”

“That sounds like her,” he said.

Ashley’s mouth curved, the small, private way it did when something mattered more than she wanted to show. “I’ve been trying so hard not to mess anything up,” she said. “Today felt like…maybe they’re not waiting for me to fail. Maybe they’re just…making space.”

“They are,” he said. “Have been. Even when you couldn’t feel it yet.”

She set the knife down and turned to face him fully, leaning back against the counter. “You know what else?” she said. “They talk about you like you’re an actual human being.”

He arched a brow. “As opposed to what?”

“As opposed to some…idealized architect boyfriend who cooks and builds resorts in his backyard,” she said. “Jess told me about you falling asleep on a set of drawings with a pencil in your hand. Claire told me about you burning a dinner you tried to make for them because you refused to set a timer. Victoria told me about you accidentally wearing two different shoes to a client meeting once.”

“That was one time,” he said. “And the shoes were similar.”

“They weren’t,” Ashley said, laughing. “She had a picture on her phone.”

He groaned. “Of course she does.”

“They love you,” Ashley said, the humor softening. “And they see you. It makes it easier to…step into all of this. Knowing I’m not the only one who knows your…less curated sides.”

“My less curated sides,” he repeated. “That’s a polite way to put it.”

She reached out and hooked two fingers in the front of his T-shirt, tugging him a half-step closer. “It’s a nice way to put it,” she said. “I like all of them.”

He slid his hands to the counter on either side of her hips, close without boxing her in. “I like watching you with them,” he said. “More than I expected.”

“Because it means less pressure on you to…hold everything together?” she asked.

“Because it means you’re not doing it alone,” he said. “Any of you.”

She looked up at him, eyes steady, shoulders relaxed in a way they hadn’t been when she’d first moved into the house.

“I’m not,” she said. “Not anymore.”

He dipped his head and kissed her, brief and warm. She rose into it without hesitation, one hand coming up to brace lightly against his chest.

When he pulled back, she was still smiling.

“Go back to your vegetables,” she said. “Your resort staff is tired.”

He chuckled and reached for the knife again, feeling the shape of the day settle around him. The women’s laughter still echoing faintly in the house, the outline of the future yard sitting patient and waiting outside, and Ashley beside him, not on the edge of any of it, but right where she had every right to be.


Chapter 7

The next morning, the office felt deceptively calm.

Sunlight came in through the front windows in a flat wash across the reception area. Ashley sat behind the desk with her laptop open, a neat stack of folders at one elbow, a notebook at the other. She was dressed simply—dark jeans, a soft top, hair pulled back into a loose knot—and there was none of the earlier hesitance in the way she occupied the desk. She glanced up when Ethan and Victoria came in together, smile quick and unforced.

“Morning,” she said.

“Morning,” Ethan replied, shrugging out of his jacket. “Any fires yet?”

“Not unless you count the courier wondering when you’re going to need more tubes,” she said. “I told him we just sent the neighborhood packet yesterday and needed at least twelve hours to pretend we’re done.”

Victoria’s mouth twitched. “Good answer,” she said, moving past toward the hall. “I’ll be in my office for a few minutes. I want to clear the small stuff before we look at the townhouse drawings.”

Ethan started toward the drafting room. Ashley watched him for a second.

“You want coffee?” she asked. “I just made a fresh pot.”

He hesitated only long enough to realize he hadn’t actually tasted the cup he’d carried out of the house. “Yeah,” he said. “Thanks.”

She rose automatically, reaching for a mug. He caught himself watching the easy way she moved now, no longer checking every step like she was crossing someone else’s territory, just doing her job in a place that felt like hers too.

By the time he reached the drafting room, Colin was already at the big monitor, scrolling through a floor plan. A pile of trace paper and a mechanical pencil sat within easy reach.

“Morning,” Colin said without looking up. “I was tweaking the kitchen layout on that café project. The owner emailed last night and said she wants a bigger pastry case.”

“Of course she does,” Ethan said, setting his bag down. “We’ll look at it.”

He was halfway to his chair when his phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out, expecting a spam email or a text from Claire about something mundane.

It was neither.

The caller ID showed the developer’s company name.

The small knot in his chest that had never fully relaxed after yesterday tightened again.

He answered. “Ethan Carter.”

The voice on the other end jumped straight in. He knew the cadence—polite, brisk, laced with the assumption that whatever came next would be accommodated.

As he listened, the words sorted into a pattern he recognized and had hoped to avoid.

They’d met internally. Marketing had weighed in. Someone higher up had decided the rear elevations needed “more glass,” more connection between the living spaces and the yards. Which meant larger rear windows on multiple plans.

On top of that, traffic had raised new concerns about garage orientation on several lots, and sales wanted to “freshen” the street presentation. That translated into flipping a handful of garages, revising driveways, and cleaning up the impacted elevations and site notes.

“We’re really excited about the direction overall,” the client said. “We just want to make sure we’re hitting the market right. If you can turn these adjustments around today, we can keep it on the agenda for tomorrow morning’s executive review.”

Today.

“Today,” Ethan repeated, to make sure he’d heard right.

“Yeah,” the man said, as if it were the simplest thing in the world. “End of day would be ideal. That way we’ve got time to print and drop sets on the conference table.”

Ethan’s hand was tight around the phone. He looked automatically toward the table, where yesterday’s sense of completion still hung in the air like a ghost.

“How many lots are we talking?” he asked.

“Rear windows on the primary plans,” the man said. “So anything that backs to the open space. And garages on five of the fronts. We’ve redlined the sheets and sent you a PDF.”

The email pinged his inbox as if on cue.

Ethan closed his eyes for a second, then opened them. “We’ll look at it,” he said. “I’ll call you if anything in the scope can’t be done today.”

“We really appreciate you being flexible,” the client said. “This is going to make the neighborhood sing.”

The call ended with a few more politenesses. Ethan lowered the phone slowly.

Colin, who’d caught enough to read the mood even without hearing the words, swiveled on his stool. “Everything okay?” he asked carefully.

Ethan didn’t answer right away. He opened his email, thumbed into the new message, and tapped the PDF attachment.

Red marks and notes bloomed across familiar sheets. Circles around rear window groupings with arrows pointing to handwritten “wider,” “taller,” “more glass.” Garage footprints highlighted on the site plan, arrows swinging some from front-load to side-load and vice versa. A note in the margin: “Need updated set by End Of Day for exec meeting Thurs a.m.”

He exhaled through his nose, a short, contained breath.

Victoria stepped into the room just then, tablet in hand. “Ashley said your face did something,” she said. “What happened?”

He turned the phone so she could see the screen. She moved closer, green eyes flicking over the redlines in quick passes.

“Of course,” she said quietly. “Of course they want more glass.”

“And garage reorientation on five lots,” Ethan said. “They want it all back today.”

Colin’s eyebrows climbed. “Today today?”

“End of day,” Ethan confirmed.

Victoria was already calculating. He could see it in the way her gaze shifted from sheet to sheet.

“Rear windows first,” she said. “That’s you and Colin. I’ll take site and garage coordination and make sure the notes and schedules match. Ashley can reschedule the townhouse and café calls. We’ll wipe the slate for the day.”

He felt the familiar old instinct rise—an urge to say he’d take everything, to send everyone else home and grind through it himself. It was a pattern from another life, back at the big firm, when seventy-hour weeks were standard and deadlines were met on the back of his own sleep.

He pushed it down. Barely.

Ashley appeared in the doorway, a fresh mug of coffee in one hand, eyes moving between their faces.

“Client?” she asked.

“Client,” Victoria said. “They want more glass and fewer front-facing garages. Today.”

Ashley’s brows pulled together. “How many meetings do you have?” she asked immediately.

“Two phone calls and one in-person,” Victoria said. “Townhouse owner at eleven, café at two. Plus the engineer at four.”

“They’re gone,” Ashley said without hesitation. “I’ll call them. We’ll move everything to tomorrow or Friday.”

“Ash—” Victoria began.

“You’re not going to be able to focus if people keep walking in,” Ashley said, tone calm but firm. “I’ll put a note on the door that you’re in a design review and available for emergencies only. Anything that isn’t this neighborhood can wait a day.”

She looked at Ethan. “Right?”

He nodded once. “Right,” he said. “We can’t split attention on this.”

Ashley’s shoulders loosened slightly at the agreement, as if she’d been braced for more pushback.

“I’ll get on it,” she said. “Coffee.” She stepped in far enough to set the mug down by his elbow. “You’re going to need that.”

“Thank you,” he said.

She gave him a small, steady look that said more than words, then turned and headed back toward the front desk with purpose in her stride.

Victoria watched her go. “She’s getting good at this,” she said.

“She is,” Ethan agreed.

He took a sip of the coffee, more for the grounding act than the taste, then set the mug aside and pulled a stool closer to the monitor.

“Okay,” he said to Colin. “Pull up the rear elevations for all lots backing the open space. We’ll make a list and work through them one by one.”

Colin straightened. “Got it,” he said, fingers already moving.

Victoria flipped her tablet to the site plan, eyes narrowing. “I’ll mark which garage flips trigger driveway changes,” she said. “We have to keep sight lines and parking tolerances in check, or Traffic will refuse to sign off.”

The room’s energy tightened, shifted. The loose afterglow of yesterday’s submission snapped into something sharper.

The first hour passed in a blur of lines and decisions.

Colin brought up a rear elevation. Ethan took one look at the existing openings and the red marker circles, then started adjusting.

“We can drop this header eight inches,” he said, tapping the screen. “Widen the center window. Keep the flanking units the same so we don’t lose too much wall for furniture.”

Colin adjusted the dimensions. “Like that?” he asked.

“More,” Ethan said. “They said ‘more glass.’ They’re going to want to feel a difference.”

Colin widened the center pane again. The proportions shifted subtly, the band of glass stretching further across the rear wall.

“That hits a four-foot module,” Colin said. “We can keep the framing sane.”

“And the sill?” Victoria asked without looking up. “We need to keep it high enough for privacy in the smaller yards.”

“Thirty inches,” Ethan said. “They can still put a couch there without blocking half the view.”

He moved from lot to lot, plan to plan, the pattern repeating with variations. Each change was small in isolation. Cumulative, they were substantial.

As they worked, Ashley’s presence threaded in and out of the periphery.

At one point, she appeared in the doorway with her notebook open. “Townhouse owner is moved to Friday morning,” she said. “Café is okay with tomorrow afternoon. Engineer can do four-thirty tomorrow instead of today.” She waited for a beat, then added, “I told them you had a time-sensitive submission revision. No one complained.”

“Thank you,” Victoria said.

Ashley nodded. “Do you want me to push the porch addition walk-in to next week?” she asked Ethan. “He wanted to come by today to talk, but he doesn’t have an appointment.”

“Yes,” Ethan said immediately. “Tell him we’ll call him with some time slots. I’d rather not half-listen and give bad advice.”

“Already done,” Ashley said. “He said congrats on the neighborhood packet, by the way. He saw the name in the paper.”

Ethan blinked. “In the paper?”

“Local section,” she said. “They had a blurb about the development application. I saved you a copy.”

He absorbed that with a flicker of something like surreal pride, then let it go. There wasn’t room in his head for press right now.

Ashley made a note in her book. “Okay. I’ll keep the phones off you unless it’s your dad or the fire department.”

Colin snorted softly. “Those are not equivalent emergencies,” he said.

“Have you met his dad?” Ashley countered.

She was gone again before Ethan could decide if he wanted to smile at that.

He pushed deeper into the work.

As the list of required changes shrank, the lines on his face tightened. His body fell back into the old posture: head forward, shoulders hunched slightly, hand moving in clipped, efficient gestures. The world narrowed to black lines on white space and the ticking awareness of time.

He forgot about his coffee. He didn’t notice when Colin’s first attempt at one elevation came out slightly off until his brain snagged on the misaligned head height like a splinter.

“Stop,” he said. “Back two steps.”

Colin froze, fingers mid-click. “What did I mess up?” he asked, heartbeat suddenly in his voice.

Ethan caught himself a second too late. The word had come out sharper than he meant.

“You didn’t ‘mess up,’” he corrected, tempering his tone. “I did. I told you to match the banding on eight, not ten. We’re using the other header height here.”

Colin reversed the changes and adjusted the line. The viewport redrew with the corrected proportions.

“Like that?” he asked carefully.

“Yeah,” Ethan said. “That’s it.”

Colin relaxed a fraction, but Ethan could feel the earlier sting still hanging between them.

He let his hand drop from the mouse and pressed his thumb into the bridge of his nose for a second.

“This is what you get for answering your phone,” Victoria said quietly from the table, not entirely unsympathetic. “They smell fear.”

“They smell ‘available architect,’” Ethan said. “We did the first packet fast. They think we can flip the whole neighborhood twice as quickly now.”

“We can,” Victoria said. “As long as you don’t try to carry the whole building on your back.”

“I’m not,” he said reflexively.

She looked at him over the top of her tablet, unconvinced.

He shut his eyes for a moment, remembering too many nights at his old firm when the only light in the building after midnight had been his and the cleaning crew’s. There had been no Ashley then, no house full of people waiting for him to come home, no backyard taking shape under his own drawings.

He had built a life specifically to not be that man anymore. And yet, the pattern still lived in his muscles.

He opened his eyes and picked up his pen.

“Let’s get through the rear windows,” he said. “Then we’ll tackle the garages.”

By midday, the initial pass on the windows was complete. Colin printed revised elevations as they finished each run, sets spreading across the table.

Victoria laid them side by side, checking consistency. “We need a note in the window schedule about tempered glass wherever the sills drop,” she said. “Liability.”

“I’ll write it,” Ethan said, already scribbling in the margin.

The air in the room felt thinner, whether from concentration or something else he couldn’t say. His head buzzed faintly from too much focus and not enough food.

He registered, absently, a murmur of Ashley’s voice up front and the soft movement of her chair. Then footsteps down the hall.

She appeared in the doorway again, but this time she didn’t stop at the threshold. She crossed to the small side table and set down a tray with two fresh mugs of coffee and a glass of water with lemon in it.

“I present your second wind,” she said.

Ethan glanced at the tray, then at her. “You don’t have to keep feeding us caffeine,” he said. “We’ll just vibrate through the floor.”

“You’re already vibrating through the floor,” she said calmly. “At least now you’ll do it hydrated.”

She nudged the water closer to his elbow with two fingers. “Drink this,” she said. “You’ve had exactly half a cup of coffee and nothing else since you walked in.”

He opened his mouth to argue, then realized she was right. His original mug still sat near the monitor, barely touched, the surface cooled and forgotten.

“I’m fine,” he said anyway, out of habit more than conviction.

Amusement flickered across her face, but she didn’t back off. “You will be,” she said. “If you don’t pass out on the blueprints.”

Colin, sensing the undercurrent, took the other mug and lifted it in a small salute. “Thanks,” he said.

“Sure,” Ashley replied.

She lingered a second longer than usual, eyes scanning the sheets on the table, taking in the redlines and notes.

“How bad is it?” she asked.

“Manageable,” Victoria said. “Annoying. Doable.”

Ashley nodded. Her gaze flicked back to Ethan. Up close, she could see the tightness around his eyes, the way his hand still hovered near the mouse even when he wasn’t using it.

Without saying anything else, she reached out and laid her hand briefly on his shoulder.

It was a small touch. Her fingers rested lightly just above his shoulder blade, warm through the thin fabric of his shirt. She didn’t squeeze. She didn’t pat. She just made contact. A steady, anchoring point amid the swirl of lines and deadlines.

For a second, his body went tense with the reflex to keep moving, to stay in motion. Then something in him recognized the gesture for what it was.

He let his shoulders drop half an inch under her hand.

“Breathe,” she said quietly, voice for him alone.

He did.

The air went in farther than it had in an hour. The corners of his vision widened a little. The drawings on the table shifted from looming to simply…work.

He looked up at her, meeting her eyes. There was no pity there, no anxiety. Just a calm steadiness that pushed back against the narrowing tunnel in his head.

“Okay?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he said. His voice came out rougher than he meant. He cleared his throat. “Yeah. I’m good.”

She held his gaze for one more beat, as if checking, then let her hand fall away.

“I put a snack box in the fridge,” she said, stepping back toward the doorway. “Cheese, crackers, some of that fruit you pretended not to like last time.”

Victoria’s head came up. “You bribed him with lemon cake,” she said. “He’s corrupted now.”

“I’m diversifying his diet,” Ashley said. “You two are going to make it through this day and still be able to form sentences. That’s my goal.”

“You’re doing a good job,” Colin said sincerely.

She smiled. “Get back to your lines,” she said. “If the client calls, I’ll tell them you’re elbow-deep in glass and garage doors.”

When she left, the room felt different.

Not lighter, exactly—the work was still there, the deadline hadn’t moved—but less like a closing fist and more like a challenge they could meet without breaking themselves.

Ethan picked up the glass of water and took a long swallow. The coolness cut through the fuzz behind his eyes.

“You know she’s right,” Victoria said.

“About the fruit?” he asked.

“About the breathing,” she said. “You were five minutes away from slipping back into that thing you do.”

He knew what she meant. The thing with the hunched shoulders and the clenched jaw and the refusal to look up from the drawings long enough to remember he had a body.

“I’m fine,” he said again, but it came out without much force.

Victoria gave him a long look. “I’ve worked with you for eight years,” she said. “I know what you look like when you’re about to turn into a machine. It’s not fun for anyone, including you.”

He didn’t argue. Not because he agreed, exactly, but because arguing would take energy he didn’t want to spend.

Instead, he set the water down, picked up his pen, and redirected.

“Let’s move to the garages,” he said. “We’ve got five flips and however many driveway tweaks those trigger.”

Colin turned back to the monitor, grateful for the return to specifics. “Pulling up the site plan,” he said.

They dove back in, but the edge was different now. Ethan still moved quickly, still thought three steps ahead, but he checked himself more deliberately. Every time his focus threatened to narrow to a pinpoint, he felt the ghost of Ashley’s hand on his shoulder and forced his awareness back out.

The afternoon slid by slowly.

They tackled the garages lot by lot, with Victoria cross-checking setbacks and street elevations.

“We can flip this one,” she said, pointing to a rectangle on the site plan. “But if we do, the driveway’s going to come out too close to the corner. We need at least thirty feet from the intersection.”

“Can we shrink the pad?” Ethan asked. “Lose a foot off the apron?”

“Maybe,” she said, calculating. “It’ll be tight.”

Colin adjusted the drawing, nudging the garage footprint, redrawing the driveway. The site plan recalibrated around the change.

“This one’s cleaner,” Victoria said about another lot. “Flipping the garage actually helps the rhythm down the street. It breaks up the three-front-load run.”

They updated elevations to match the new orientations. Ethan kept up a running mental list of collateral impacts—gutters, downspouts, porch steps that now landed on the opposite side.

Ashley checked in periodically, always at the edge first, never barging in. Once to drop off the printed copy of the redlined PDF so Victoria could double-check every requested note. Once to let them know she’d screened a call from Tom and promised him Ethan would swing by later in the week to confirm a hardware delivery time.

“Do you need anything?” she asked each time.

Usually, the answer was no. Once, Victoria sent her to print an extra set of the updated elevations. Another time, Ethan asked her to email the utility coordinator a heads-up that some rear wall penetrations might be shifting with the new window sizes.

She handled each task without fanfare, then retreated to the front again, where the day’s other demands stacked up.

By late afternoon, the major adjustments were down on paper and in the digital file. The room looked different. Fewer scattered sets, more neat piles of revised sheets, each one marked with a new date in the title block.

Ethan’s body ached in the dull, familiar way that came from hours of concentration without much movement. He rolled his shoulders once, then pushed away from the table.

“I need five minutes,” he said.

“Take ten,” Victoria replied. “I’ll read through the transmittal email draft.”

He stepped out into the hallway. The light from the front windows reached down the corridor, blurring the edges of the framed prints on the walls.

Ashley sat at the reception desk, eyes on her screen. Her hair had loosened from its knot, a few strands slipping around her face. Her notebook lay open beside the keyboard, a column of times and names crossed out and rewritten as she’d rearranged the day.

She looked up when she sensed him and searched his face briefly, as if checking for cracks.

“How’s it going?” she asked.

“We’re almost there,” he said. “We’ll make the deadline.”

Her shoulders dropped a little with visible relief. “Good,” she said. “Client hasn’t called back. I think they’re assuming you’re a machine and will hand it to them on a silver platter.”

“They’re half right,” he said.

She leaned back in her chair, considering him. “You haven’t looked at your phone in three hours,” she said. “Claire texted. Twice.”

He grimaced. “Is she okay?”

“She’s fine,” Ashley said. “First text was a picture of Macy on your bed. Second was a reminder that you promised to send her a picture of the backyard from the office because ‘it looks different from up there.’”

He huffed a quiet laugh despite himself. “I’ll send her one later.”

“Do it before she sends a third text,” Ashley advised.

He hooked one hand in his back pocket, suddenly conscious of how tired his legs felt. “You staying much longer?” he asked.

She glanced at the clock on the wall. “I’ll hang around until you hit send,” she said. “In case anything comes in and you need me to run interference.”

“You don’t have to,” he said automatically. “We’ve already hijacked your whole day.”

“I know,” she said. “I still want to. It’s kind of…satisfying, seeing this from start to frantic middle. I want to see you cross the line too.”

The phrasing made something in him twist in a not-entirely-professional way. He tamped it down.

“Fair enough,” he said. “Just don’t let it become a habit that you stay late every time I get that look.”

She smiled. “Which look?”

“The one you just mentioned,” he said. “The machine one.”

Her expression softened. “If you start to look like that, I’m going to bug you,” she said. “Consider it part of my job description. Secretary, scheduler, resident human reminder.”

He studied her for a moment. The Ashley who’d walked into their office the first week had been careful, eager to please but wary of overstepping. The woman sitting here now was still considerate, still tuned to the room—but also sure enough of her place to say things like that without flinching.

“I’m glad you’re here,” he said quietly.

She worked around an unspoken response. “Me too,” she said.

He pushed off the edge of the desk with a nod. “We’ll be done soon,” he said. “I’ll try not to make you regret staying.”

“Too late,” she said, light, easing him back toward the drafting room.

When he returned, Victoria had the email draft up on her laptop. “Read this,” she said. “Make sure I didn’t promise them we’d regrade the whole site for free.”

He skimmed it. The language was tight. Attached please find revised elevations and site updates per your redline comments; window changes highlighted; garage reorientations flagged; a brief line about tempered glass and safety compliance. Professional, calm, giving no hint of the scramble behind the scenes.

“It’s good,” he said. “Attach the PDFs and send it.”

“Once we seal the revised sheets,” she said. “I’m not giving them anything half-baked.”

They spent another half-hour cross-checking sheet numbers and revision clouds. Colin moved like someone running the last stretch of a race—tired but running on adrenaline.

By the time Victoria attached the final file to the email and hovered her cursor over “Send,” the sky outside the front windows had shifted toward late-day. The light in the drafting room took on a flatter quality, less bright, more contained.

“Ready?” she asked.

“Do it,” Ethan said.

She clicked. The email window disappeared, replaced by the empty calm of an inbox between storms.

“That’s it,” Colin said, voice a mix of relief and disbelief. “Again.”

“Again,” Ethan echoed.

He could feel the old habit trying to surface—to immediately start obsessing over what they might have missed, to rewind the day in his head sheet by sheet. Instead, he thought of Ashley’s hand on his shoulder, of the way his lungs had expanded when he’d listened to her.

He forced himself to sit down on the nearest stool and let his body register the fact that they were, for now, done.

From the front of the office, Ashley’s chair moved. A moment later, she appeared in the doorway, as if drawn by the shift in the room’s energy.

“Did you send it?” she asked.

Victoria nodded. “We did.”

Ashley’s face lit with genuine satisfaction. “Then you’re all going home before midnight,” she said. “That’s non-negotiable.”

Colin looked at the clock. “It’s barely six,” he said.

“Exactly,” Ashley said. “You’re going home. You’re going to eat something that didn’t come from a vending machine. You,” she pointed at Ethan, “are going to text Claire back before she shows up with the dog and drags you out herself.”

Ethan almost said he wanted to stay and triple-check everything. The impulse came so naturally he could feel it forming on his tongue.

Then he caught Victoria’s eyes on him, calm but expectant. And Ashley’s, steady and warm, her earlier promise to “bug him” written there without words.

He let the argument die.

“Okay,” he said. “We’ll go home.”

Colin made an exaggerated fist pump. “Best boss,” he said under his breath.

Victoria closed her laptop with deliberate finality. “We’ll deal with whatever they say tomorrow,” she said. “Tonight, we’re not doing any more.”

Ashley’s shoulders dropped in clear approval.

She stepped closer to Ethan, not quite touching him this time, but near enough that he could feel the quiet support radiating off her.

“You did good,” she said softly. “All of you. Now let it go for a few hours.”

He looked at her, taking in the set of her jaw, the care in her eyes, the simple certainty in her tone.

He nodded.

“I’m working on it,” he said.

“I’ll help,” she replied.

And he believed her.


Chapter 8

By the time the clock on the drafting room wall slid past six-thirty, the office felt half-unhooked from the day.

The revised packet had gone out. The follow-up email had been sent. The worst of the adrenaline had burned off, leaving a hum of tired satisfaction under everything.

Colin powered down the big monitor and stretched his arms over his head, joints cracking.

“I’m officially out of brain,” he said. “If I look at one more garage, I’m going to start seeing sedans in my sleep.”

“Then stop looking at garages,” Victoria said, closing her laptop. She slid it into her bag and checked for her notebook automatically before zipping it. “Go home. You earned it.”

Colin hesitated, glancing at Ethan. “You sure there’s nothing else?” he asked. “No last-minute roof crises?”

“Not unless the client decides they want dormers at eight p.m.,” Ethan said. “If that happens, I’m throwing my phone in the ocean.”

Colin grinned, reassured. “Okay,” he said. “See you tomorrow.”

He slung his backpack over one shoulder and headed down the hall toward the front. A minute later, Ethan heard the faint click of the front door, then nothing.

Victoria gathered the last of the printed sheets into a tube and capped it. She didn’t rush. If anything, she moved deliberately slower, like forcing herself not to spin back up.

“City review takes time,” she said, more to herself than anyone. “We won’t hear anything tonight. Or tomorrow. Or maybe this week.”

“Which is why you’re going home,” Ethan said. “You said that yourself.”

“I am going home,” she said. Then she looked at him directly. “Are you?”

He had his bag on the floor by his stool, but he hadn’t moved toward it. The familiar itch was back—the one that said there was always one more thing to check, one more pass to make, one more detail to polish “just in case.”

“There’s one piece I want to clean up,” he said. “The window schedule notes. They’re technically fine, but with the new glass sizes I’d like to tighten the language before they get deep into review.”

Victoria narrowed her eyes. “You want to rewrite a schedule note tonight,” she repeated.

“It’ll take an hour,” he said. “Maybe less. I just want to make sure there’s no ambiguity about the tempered glass locations.”

She weighed that, then sighed. “Of course you do.” She slung her bag over her shoulder. “Don’t be here all night, Ethan.”

“I won’t,” he said.

She watched him for another beat, as if trying to see through the automatic answer.

“Text me when you leave,” she said finally.

“I will,” he promised.

She nodded once, then headed out, heels quiet against the floor.

Left alone in the drafting room, Ethan stood and rolled his shoulders. The table looked almost bare now, just a couple of stray pens and the printed redline set Ashley had dropped off earlier.

He crossed to his small enclosed office off the main room, flicked on the light, and opened his laptop. The glow from the screen washed the desk in a cool rectangle.

The window schedule file sat waiting. He pulled it up, the grid of sizes and notes filling the display. Tempered glass callouts. Header references. Sill heights.

He lost himself in it faster than he meant to.

He was halfway through rewriting a key note when a soft knock hit the doorjamb.

He looked up.

Ashley stood there, one hand on the frame. Her jacket hung on the hook by the front door somewhere; she’d stripped down to a simple long-sleeve top and jeans, hair loosened from its knot so that a few strands escaped around her face.

“I thought you went home,” he said.

She stepped in, shrugging one shoulder. “I thought you went home,” she replied.

He glanced at the clock in the corner of his screen. It had been nearly an hour since Colin and Victoria left. He hadn’t noticed it pass.

“You don’t have to stay,” he said. “Really. I’m just cleaning up notes. You’ve done enough today.”

Ashley moved farther into the office, closing her notebook in her hands as she went. “I know I don’t have to,” she said. “I want to.”

He tipped his head, curious. “Why?”

She drew in a small breath, then let it out. “Because you’re here,” she said simply. “Because you’re doing the thing you do when everyone else stops, and I…” She hesitated, searching for the words. “I don’t like the idea of you doing it alone.”

He thought of all the nights before this—different offices, different buildings, same posture over a desk while cleaners vacuumed the halls and the security lights flicked on. No one at the front desk. No one waiting at home.

“I’m just polishing,” he said. “The hard part’s done.”

“Uh-huh,” she said. She perched lightly on the edge of the guest chair opposite his desk, notebook resting across her thighs. “You said that about the rear windows this morning. And the garages this afternoon.”

“This is smaller,” he insisted.

She smiled, but didn’t argue the point. “Okay,” she said. “Then I’ll stay until ‘smaller’ is finished.”

“Ashley—”

“I’m not going to hover over your shoulder,” she said. “I’ve got end-of-day stuff I can do. Timesheets, filing, making sure Colin didn’t leave his physics homework in the copier again.” Her eyes softened. “But I’m not going home if you’re here staring at that screen until your eyes cross.”

He held her gaze for a second, then looked away, exhaling.

“Old habits,” he said.

“I know,” she said quietly.

He rubbed a hand over the back of his neck, feeling the tightness there. “You don’t need to babysit me.”

“I’m not babysitting you,” she said. “I’m…being here. There’s a difference.”

He didn’t have a good counter to that.

“Okay,” he said at last. “You can…be here.”

She nodded, satisfied with that compromise, and stood. “I’ll be up front,” she said. “Call me if you need anything. Or, you know, if you remember you’re human and want water.”

He almost smiled. “Noted.”

She left the door propped open as she went. A minute later, he heard the faint rustle of paper from the reception area and the soft click of keys as she logged back into her computer.

He turned back to the schedule.

Line by line, he tightened the wording. Wherever the note had been vague—“tempered glass where required”—he replaced it with specifics: “tempered glass at all rear windows with sills below 24" A.F.F. on lots backing open space per code section…” He adjusted references, cross-checked against the changed elevations.

Work pulled him in again. But every time his attention tunneled too hard, a small part of him remained aware of Ashley’s presence in the front of the office. It threaded under everything like a low, steady current.

Time slid. At some point, the natural light faded enough that the interior overheads became the primary illumination. The office around him flattened into a series of rectangles and edges—his desk, the doorway, the glow from the drafting room beyond.

The building itself had gone quiet. The shops on either side of their office had closed; whatever noise there was from Main Street didn’t reach this far inside. The world felt trimmed down to these few rooms.

Ethan finished a section of the schedule, saved the file, and leaned back for the first time in a while, rubbing his eyes.

Footsteps sounded softly in the hall. Ashley appeared again, this time holding a glass of water.

“Hydration, as threatened,” she said.

He took the glass. “You’re relentless.”

“I am committed,” she corrected. “How’s it going?”

“Almost done,” he said. “Window notes are in better shape. I’m adding a quick detail sheet to clarify one of the lintel conditions. It’ll save questions later.”

She tilted her head, considering. “Does that have to be tonight?”

“It doesn’t have to,” he admitted. “But the way the spans changed, I’d rather show it than leave it implied. The engineer will appreciate it.”

She stepped closer to his desk, resting one hand lightly on the back of the guest chair. From here, she could see the daisy chain of windows on his screen, the neat block of text he’d been reshaping.

“You’re going to pick at it in your head all night if you don’t do it,” she said.

“Probably,” he said.

“Then do it,” she said. “But let me help however I can.”

He looked up at her. “What are you doing out there?” he asked.

“Cleaning up,” she said. “Filed the redlines. Ran tomorrow’s appointment list. Balanced the petty cash.” She smiled wryly. “Very glamorous.”

“It’s important,” he said.

“I know,” she said. “And it makes me feel better than going home and wondering if you’d eaten anything besides stale coffee.”

He glanced at the now-empty mug on his desk, then at the water glass in his hand. “You’ve made your point,” he said.

Her eyes warmed. “Good.”

She lingered another second, then straightened. “Yell if you need brainstorming,” she said. “I’m very good at asking what probably sound like stupid questions.”

“Those are the useful ones,” he said. “They usually mean I forgot to make something clear.”

She gave him a small salute and slipped back down the hall.

He worked another twenty minutes on the lintel detail, sketching in the typical section at the big monitor in the drafting room for clarity.

He stood, one hand on the mouse, the other braced on the edge of the table, eyes narrowed at the cross-section. Laminated header, supporting studs, window head trim.

“Okay,” he murmured to himself. “If we drop the header two inches, we keep the rough opening height reasonable without blowing the truss depth…”

He spoke the thoughts aloud, low. It was a habit from years of working alone—saying things under his breath, hearing how they sounded, letting his ear catch mistakes his eye might miss.

He was deep enough into the technical focus that he almost didn’t register the soft presence at his back until Ashley’s reflection ghosted at the edge of the monitor.

He glanced over his shoulder.

She’d come back into the drafting room. Instead of hanging in the doorway, she had crossed quietly to stand behind him, a few feet back. Her hair caught the screen glow in a faint halo.

“Didn’t mean to interrupt,” she said. “You were narrating.”

He realized then what he’d been doing. “Sorry,” he said. “Old habit.”

“Don’t apologize,” she said. “I like hearing how your brain works.”

She moved closer, slow enough that he could have stepped away if he wanted to. He didn’t.

“Show me,” she said. “What’s the problem?”

He shifted slightly so she could see the monitor over his shoulder. The section drawing filled the screen.

“We changed the rear windows,” he said. “Wider, a little taller. That shifts the way the load transfers along this wall.” He traced with his finger as he spoke. “The engineer’s okay with it as long as we keep this header within a standard size. But the way I had it detailed before will make the rough opening fussier than it needs to be. So I’m tweaking it.”

She stepped right up behind him now, close enough that he could feel the warmth of her stomach against the back of his chair.

“So you’re…simplifying?” she asked.

“Making it clearer,” he said. “For whoever’s actually standing there with a saw one day.”

She studied the lines with unexpected seriousness. “You can see all of that from this little drawing,” she said. “Where the weight goes. How the pieces hold together.”

He nodded. “It’s what we do.”

“It’s what you do,” she said, voice softer. “I just write down when people call and ask why their permit fee doubled.”

He almost corrected her—almost said “we”—but then she leaned in, resting both hands lightly on his shoulders.

The contact came without fanfare. Her palms settled just inside his collarbones, fingers spreading along the muscles at the top of his back.

His body tensed for an instant, reflexive. Then, without him quite deciding to, he let himself lean back a fraction into her touch.

Her thumbs moved, small arcs pressing into the tight spots near his neck.

“Keep narrating,” she said quietly. “I’m listening.”

He swallowed, turned his attention back to the monitor, and made himself pick up the thread.

“If we drop the header here,” he said, adjusting a dimension, “we can run this trim profile without furring out the wall. Cleaner build, fewer surprises. The framers don’t have to improvise, and the inspector doesn’t have to ask why the rough opening doesn’t match the plans.”

“Less room for somebody to mess it up,” she said.

“Exactly,” he said.

Her hands stayed steady on his shoulders as he worked. Every so often, as he clicked a line or altered a note, her thumbs would knead into a knot of muscle, easing it.

He hadn’t realized how tight his back had gotten until she started working some of the tension out of it. Each small press sent a little cascade of release down his spine.

He kept talking—about load paths and header stock and how contractors read typical details—but the tone shifted. Less clipped, more conversational. The professional monologue softened into something that sounded a lot like him simply talking to her, letting her see the part of his brain that usually ran in silence.

“You like this,” she said at one point, not a question.

“What?” he asked.

“Solving this,” she said. “Fussing with it until it feels right in your head.”

He exhaled a little laugh. “Guilty,” he said. “I like knowing that if someone is standing in that backyard in five years and looks back at their house, the windows feel…intentional. Not like an afterthought.”

Her fingers tightened just a bit. “You care about people you don’t know ever being comfortable in something they’re not even thinking about,” she said.

“It’s my job,” he said.

“It’s more than that,” she said.

He didn’t argue. He shifted a callout, saved the file again, and felt her hands flex with him when he moved.

The building around them grew quieter still. Whatever faint traffic there had been outside had thinned to almost nothing. The office lights felt softer somehow at this hour, one zone at the front already off, leaving the drafting room and his monitor the main pools of brightness.

Ashley’s weight behind him was a solid, living counterpoint to the cyclones of lines on the screen.

He finished the header detail and clicked through to the schedule again, checking that the note numbers aligned. His eyes tracked the grid, but his mind was split now, half on the work, half on the physical reality of her body pressed lightly along the length of his back.

He could feel the warm outline of her thighs against the sides of the chair, the gentle rise and fall of her breathing near his ear when she leaned in.

Her scent—something clean and faintly sweet brushed the edge of his awareness before he remembered not to dwell on it. He focused instead on the way her hands moved, slow and sure, the pads of her fingers digging into a spot just above his shoulder blade that had been one solid knot since morning.

“You’re tense,” she murmured.

“Comes with the territory,” he said.

She bent a little closer, her chest just barely brushing the back of his head as she peered at the screen. “I get why you used to stay and do this alone,” she said. “I still don’t like it.”

He angled his head back, just enough to catch her eyes. From this position, she was looking down at him, her face framed by a loose fall of hair that had escaped from her earlier knot.

“What don’t you like?” he asked.

“That you taught yourself to think you had to carry all of it by yourself,” she said. “Deadlines. Clients. Every line. Like no one else could help you.”

“Old firm,” he said. “Old habits.”

“Old life,” she said.

He didn’t correct her.

Her fingers drifted from his shoulders to the sides of his neck, thumbs brushing along the tight cords there. He let his eyes fall closed for a second, just feeling that.

“You’re not there anymore,” she said quietly. “You have people now. At the office. At home.”

“I know,” he said.

“Do you?” she asked.

He opened his eyes again and looked at the monitor because it was easier than meeting the intensity in her gaze.

“I’m learning,” he said.

Her hands moved down his shoulders and then back up, a slow, soothing path. “You don’t have to learn it alone,” she said. “That’s the point.”

He heard the layered meaning there, and something in his chest twisted.

He’d worked late before with colleagues, with bosses, with interns. The physical reality of another person in the building then had always felt like shared obligation, a necessity, not a choice.

This was different.

Ashley could have left an hour ago. Two. She was here because she wanted to be. Because she liked being next to him while he worked, liked hearing how he thought, liked inserting herself into the part of his life that used to be walled off from everything else.

The awareness of that settled over him, heavy and warm.

He clicked the last cell on the schedule, finished the note, and saved the file again.

“That’s it,” he said quietly. “Schedule’s clean. Detail’s done.”

Her hands stayed where they were.

“Good,” she said. “Now you can stop pretending you’re still working and actually breathe for a second.”

He let the mouse go. For the first time since she’d come up behind him, he allowed his full weight to rest against the back of the chair, against her.

Ashley adjusted automatically, feet planting a little wider, body taking the shift. Her hands slid down to rest in a loose brace on his upper arms.

He hadn’t meant to lean that far. It just…happened. One small incremental give turning into another until he realized he was using her not just as a casual touchpoint but as real support.

“You okay?” she asked, voice a little lower now.

“Yeah,” he said. “Just…tired.”

“And stubborn,” she added.

He huffed a breath that was almost a laugh. “Occupational hazard.”

He tilted his head back a bit more, and this time he did meet her eyes.

Up close like this, with the office lights catching the brown of her irises, she looked softer than she did behind the reception desk. Less professional, more…herself.

“You really like this,” he said. “Being here. At night. While I’m working.”

Her fingers tightened slightly on his arms. “Yeah,” she said. There was no hesitation in it. “I do.”

“Why?” he asked, genuinely curious.

“Because this is…you,” she said. “Not just the you who makes breakfast and teases Claire and falls asleep on the couch. The you who built that packet. The you who cares about how a header sits over a window no one will ever really look at.” She paused, searching his face. “I like seeing that. I like being allowed to see it.”

“You were always allowed,” he said quietly.

“Maybe,” she said. “But it’s different…being invited.”

He absorbed that, the distinction sharp in its simplicity.

“This place was here before me,” she went on. “The office. The work. The way you and Victoria move around each other’s thoughts. Sometimes it felt like I lived in the parts that were left over. The mornings. The afters.” Her thumbs brushed absently against his sleeves. “Being here now, when it’s just us and your drawings and your brain still in work mode…it makes me feel like I’m actually in it. In your life. Not just around it.”

The honesty of that settled low in his chest, heavy and warm.

“You are in it,” he said. “You’ve been in it.”

“I know,” she said. “I’m just…feeling it more tonight.”

He turned slightly in the chair, enough that his shoulder brushed the inside of one of her thighs. It shifted the angle between them, pulled her a little closer over him.

Her breath hitched, almost imperceptibly, when his arm slid along the side of her hip in the movement.

He felt the change in the room then—the way the air between them thickened, the way the angle of her hands on his arms turned from purely steadying to something that felt like holding.

He became acutely aware of every point of contact, her palms, warm through his shirt; her thighs, solid against the sides of the chair; the faint press of her chest near the back of his head when she leaned in to see the screen; the heat of her body wrapping around his, framing him in a way that had nothing to do with work.

Work talk had already slowed. The screen in front of him might as well have been a still image now; his focus had shifted entirely.

Ashley seemed to realize it at the same moment he did. Her fingers flexed on his arms, the touch no longer simply supportive but intentionally there, intentionally on him.

Her gaze dropped briefly to his mouth, then back up.

She didn’t step away.

Instead, she bent a fraction lower, so that her hair brushed his temple. When she spoke, her lips were near his ear, her voice barely above a murmur.

“I like being here with you,” she said. “Like this.”

He swallowed. “Like what?” he asked, even though he knew.

“In your world,” she said. “In your mess.” Her breath warmed the side of his neck. “Not just when it’s easy.”

“It’s not exactly easy now,” he said. His own voice had dropped, the words coming slower.

She let out a soft, breathy sound that was almost a laugh and almost something else. “No,” she agreed. “It’s not.”

His heart kicked up a gear, not with deadline adrenaline this time but with a different kind of urgency.

He turned a bit more in the chair, until he was half-sitting sideways, one knee braced against the underside of the table, the other angled toward her. The motion brought her even closer, between the edge of the table and the back of his chair, their bodies almost aligned.

Her hands slid down to his forearms with the shift, fingers curling loosely there. He could feel the slight tremor in them, the way she wasn’t as calm as she sounded.

He could have stood up then, could have broken the line of contact, stepped back into safer space.

He didn’t.

He sat there, looking up at her, feeling the office around them fall farther away.

“You sure you want to be in the middle of this?” he asked quietly.

“Completely,” she said.

There was no wobble in it. No doubt.

He raised one hand slowly and laid it over hers where it rested on his arm. Her fingers tightened instinctively under his palm, holding on.

For a second, neither of them moved. The only thing that changed was inside—the shift from the easy, grounding touch of earlier to something charged, waiting.

He could see the next move as clearly as he could see a floor plan in his head. Her leaning down that last inch. His hand sliding up to the back of her neck. The distance between them closing.

He didn’t take it. Not yet.

Instead, he held her gaze and let himself fully feel what had been building all evening—the steady accumulation of small choices she’d made to be here, the quiet intimacy of her hands on his shoulders while he worked, the trust in the way she’d let him lean back into her, and the way some part of him had needed that more than he’d let himself admit.

He was sharply, viscerally aware that they were still in his office. His desk was three feet away. The drafting table six. The front door locked. The building otherwise empty.

For a man who’d spent years keeping his work life and his personal life in separate boxes, the wrongness of that should have felt sharper.

Instead, all he felt was how right she felt here. How right it felt to have her in this space with him. How much he wanted her here, not as a visitor, not as someone hovering at the edges, but as someone who belonged in the middle of it.

Ashley’s fingers shifted under his hand, lacing with his, the simple intertwining of their hands somehow more intimate than any kiss would have been in that moment.

“You’re not alone in this anymore,” she said, one more time, like a promise.

He believed her.

Sitting there in the wash of his monitor’s light, her body wrapped around the back of his chair, her hands in his, Ethan felt the line he’d always drawn between work and everything else blur in a way that didn’t scare him.

It pulled him in.

He became very aware that whatever came next between them would not be about distraction or stress relief.

It would be about her choosing to be here, in this part of his life, and him finally letting her all the way in.


Chapter 9

For a long, charged beat, they just sat there in the drafting room—him turned halfway in the chair, her standing between the back of it and the table, their fingers laced together.

The monitor still glowed with his schedule grid, but the work might as well have been a blank wall. All his attention had narrowed to Ashley’s hand in his and the way her body bracketed his.

Her gaze flicked down to their joined hands, then back up to his face. Whatever wariness she’d carried into his life months ago wasn’t there now. There was heat, yes, and nerves, but also a clear, decided intent.

“I meant what I said,” she murmured. “About not wanting you to do this part alone anymore.”

“I know,” he said.

She held his eyes for another second, then drew a breath that felt like a small jump.

“Can I…?” she began, leaving the question open between them.

He didn’t ask what she meant. He squeezed her fingers gently. “Yeah,” he said. “You can.”

She let go of his hand only long enough to slide one palm up the side of his neck, thumb brushing along his jaw. The touch was light but sure.

Then she bent and kissed him.

It was soft at first, her mouth just a warm press against his, testing. Her hair slipped forward around his face, curtaining them in the glow from the monitor. He inhaled on instinct, the world tilting for a second under the simple fact that she was the one who’d closed the last inch of distance.

Ethan’s response was immediate and uncomplicated. He lifted a hand and cradled the back of her head, fingers threading into the loose fall of her hair, and kissed her back.

The tentative edge vanished almost instantly. Her lips parted on a small, surprised exhale as he deepened the kiss, tilting his head to fit against her. She made a low sound in her throat and leaned in, body weight settling more fully against the chair.

The angle was awkward with her behind him, both of them twisted. After a few seconds, she broke away, breath catching, eyes dark.

“Hang on,” she said, voice low.

She stepped around the chair, moving between him and the monitor. Up close like that, with the overhead light picking up the faint flush across her cheeks, she looked both familiar and entirely new.

He turned the chair toward her. Before he could say anything else, she swung a leg over his lap and settled down astride him.

The sudden weight and heat of her body pressed close snapped something in him that had been pulled tight all day.

He caught her hips instinctively as she found her balance, his hands spanning the curve where her jeans clung to her. Her knees bracketed his thighs, feet planted on the floor behind him. From this angle, they were almost eye level.

“Better,” she said quietly, a ghost of a smile crossing her mouth.

Then she kissed him again.

This time there was nothing tentative about it. Her hands came up to his face, framing his jaw, thumbs resting along his cheekbones as she leaned in. Her mouth opened against his, hungry in a way that had nothing to do with impatience and everything to do with long-stored want finally finding somewhere to go.

He slid one hand up the line of her back, feeling the warmth through the thin cotton of her top, and splayed his fingers between her shoulder blades, pulling her closer. His other hand stayed at her hip, thumb rubbing slow circles at the edge of her waistband.

She shifted on his lap, a small movement that brought the firm press of her against the growing hardness in his jeans. The friction drew a quiet, involuntary sound from both of them.

He pulled back just enough to breathe, their foreheads almost touching.

“Ashley,” he said, the name coming out rough.

Her eyes were wide, pupils blown, lips red from his mouth. “Yeah?” she asked.

His hand tightened reflexively at her hip. “We’re still at the office,” he said, even as his body pushed up into the heat of her.

“I’m aware,” she said, a hint of dry humor flickering through the haze. “That’s…part of it.”

He searched her face. “Part of what?”

“Part of why this feels…big,” she said, the words careful but coming faster now that she’d started. “I’ve been in your bed. In your shower. In your kitchen. At home, I know where I belong now.”

Her fingers slid down from his jaw to his shoulders, curling there.

“But this?” she said, glancing briefly toward the monitor, the drafting table, then back to him. “Being here with you when you’re still half in work mode, when your brain’s full of windows and designs? I like it. I like seeing you like this. Being beside you in the middle of it.”

He felt the truth of it hit something deep inside him.

“This is your world too,” she added, softer. “The part that existed before me. The part that built the rest. I want to feel…in it. Not just visiting.”

He swallowed. “You are,” he said. “You’re in it.”

Her mouth tipped into a small, intense smile. “Then let me have this,” she said. “Here. Now. On your turf.”

Any lingering question about her certainty evaporated.

He lifted his hand from her back to her face, thumb brushing along her lower lip. “You started this,” he said quietly. “I’m not going to tell you no.”

Her eyes flashed. “Good,” she murmured. “Because I really, really don’t want you to.”

He kissed her again, harder this time, and pulled her fully against him. Her body molded to his without hesitation, hands sliding down to lock around the back of his neck.

She rocked on his lap, the snug drag of denim against his zipper sending a sharp streak of sensation through him. He groaned into her mouth, grip at her hip tightening.

Ashley broke the kiss long enough to suck in a breath, then caught his lower lip between her teeth, a quick, teasing scrape that sent another jolt through him.

“God,” he muttered, one hand already under the hem of her top, palm meeting bare, heated skin.

She shivered against him, her stomach tensing under his hand, but she didn’t pull back. She arched instead, giving him more, a silent answer to any question he might have had about how far she wanted to take this.

He pushed her shirt up slowly, fingers skating over the curve of her waist, the lines of her ribs. She lifted her arms without being asked, and he pulled the fabric over her head, dropping it blindly to the side.

The sports bra underneath was simple, dark, functional. He ran his hands up her sides again, thumbs brushing along the underside of the band, feeling the quick pace of her heartbeat under his palms.

“You’re sure,” he said again, because even now, even with her half undressed on his lap in an empty office, he needed to hear it in this place.

Her answer was immediate. “Yes,” she said. “With you. Here. I’m sure.”

He nodded once, then slid his fingers under the back of her bra and found the clasp. She held his gaze as he unhooked it. The elastic relaxed under his hands. She shrugged it off her shoulders and let it fall.

The sight of her bare chest, skin flushed, nipples tightened, framed by the familiar walls of his drafting room, did something strange to his sense of reality. Two parts of his life that he’d kept in separate compartments for so long were now colliding right in front of him.

He cupped her gently, savoring the feel of her in his hands. She gasped softly, hips twitching against him. His thumbs brushed across her nipples, light at first, then firmer when she leaned into the touch.

“Ethan,” she said, the word catching halfway between his name and a sound.

He lowered his head and took one of her breasts into his mouth, tongue circling slowly. She sucked in a sharp breath and rolled her hips, pressing down deliberately on his lap.

Her fingers dug into his shoulders as he sucked, the small, helpless movements of her body on his saying more than any words.

He let himself get lost in the combination. The taste of her skin, the heat of her thighs bracketing his, the faint give of fabric and flesh under his hands. Every slow pull of his mouth drew another little sound from her, her breath coming quicker.

She finally pulled back a bit, chest heaving, color high on her cheeks. Her hands fumbled for the buttons of his shirt.

“Your turn,” she said, voice unsteady but determined.

He helped, pushing the fabric off his shoulders, tugging it down his arms. It landed somewhere near her discarded bra. She flattened her palms on his bare chest, fingers spreading, as if she were memorizing the feel of him.

“This is still very unfair,” he said, nodding at her jeans.

“Fix it,” she shot back.

He didn't need to be asked twice.

He slid his hands down along her sides to the button of her jeans. Her breath caught as he popped it open, then dragged the zipper down slowly, the motion deliberate enough to make her shift with impatience.

She stood briefly, balancing with her hands on his shoulders, and shimmied the denim over her hips. He helped, fingers hooking into the waistband of her jeans and the thin scrap of fabric beneath, pushing both down together.

She stepped out of them, one foot, then the other, and kicked the bundle away. The movement left her completely bare in the glow of the drafting room, standing between his knees in nothing but her socks.

For a second, she just looked at him, a half-nervous, half-wicked smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

“I’ve thought about this,” she admitted. “Being in here with you. Like this.”

“Yeah?” he asked, voice low.

She nodded, the faintest hint of embarrassment mixed with heat. “When you’re in that mode,” she said. “Focused. Shut in with your drawings. I used to stand in the doorway at the front and wonder what it would be like if I just…walked back here, closed the door, and climbed into your lap.”

He swallowed hard. “You’re going to kill me.”

“That’s not the goal,” she said. Then she smiled. “Mostly.”

He hooked his hands under her thighs and tugged her back down onto him.

This time, with no denim between them, the contact was a punch.

His jeans and boxers still separated his cock from the damp heat of her, but there was no mistaking how ready she was. She settled over him with a soft, unrestrained sound, her entire body softening and shivering at once.

“Fuck,” he said under his breath.

She shifted, rubbing herself along the length of his trapped cock, slow at first, then with a little helpless urgency.

“Feels better without the pants,” she murmured, lips brushing his ear.

“That’s an understatement,” he said.

He could have stayed like that, dragging the moment out—just her on his lap, his hands on her bare hips, all slow friction and kissing—but a practical part of his brain reminded him that as empty as the building was, they were still in a place with windows and a lock on the front door, not a dead bolt on a bedroom.

And part of him wanted something else. Something more symbolic than getting each other off in a chair.

He slid one hand to the back of her neck, thumb smoothing over the soft hair there. “Come with me,” he said quietly.

Her brows flicked up, but she didn’t argue. She let him help her stand, staying close as he did the same.

He took her hand. It was warm and still faintly trembling, but her grip was firm.

He turned off the drafting room monitor with his free hand, letting the screen go dark, then led her the short distance down the hall to his office.

The smaller room felt different with just the desk lamp on. The overheads were off, leaving the space lit in a softer, contained pool of light. His laptop sat open where he’d left it earlier. Rolled plans lay in a shallow stack at one end of the desk, a couple of sample printouts tucked under a binder clip.

He paused just inside the doorway.

“This is…” he started.

“Your desk,” she finished for him. “I know.”

“That’s the problem,” he said, even as his body reacted to the thought.

She stepped closer, hand still in his. “Or the point,” she said. “Depends on how you look at it.”

He searched her face for any sign of doubt. There wasn’t any. She looked keyed up, yes, skin flushed, eyes bright—but also steady in a way he’d come to recognize as her when she’d decided something mattered.

“I like being here,” she said. “Where you do this.” She nodded toward the scattered plans, the laptop, the notebooks. “Where you’ve spent so much time. I want to…put myself in that picture too.”

His throat went tight.

“You already are,” he said softly. “You changed how today went. How all of this feels.”

“I know,” she said. “I just—this feels like…marking it.” She looked up at him through her lashes, a mix of shyness and boldness. “If that makes sense.”

It did. More than he could easily put words to.

He lifted their joined hands and kissed her knuckles. “Then yeah,” he said. “Let’s mark it.”

Relief and something fiercely pleased flickered across her face.

He stepped around her and cleared the closest part of the desk with quick motions moving the laptop safely to one side, stacking the nearest rolled sets into a neater bundle farther down, sliding a couple of sample sheets out of the way. He didn’t sweep anything dramatically to the floor; these were hours and weeks of work. But he made space.

When he straightened, Ashley was watching him, naked and unhurried, as if she had all the right in the world to be exactly where she was.

He came back to her, hands finding her waist.

“Up,” he said quietly.

She hopped lightly, trusting him to take her weight, and he lifted her onto the edge of the desk. The cool surface against the backs of her thighs drew a soft gasp from her. Paper crinkled faintly under one of her hands where a stray sheet hadn’t been moved.

She planted her palms behind her on either side, fingers splayed against the desk, and let him step in between her knees.

He kissed her again, slow, mouth lingering over hers. The position gave him easier access—her chest at the perfect height for his hands, her legs wrapping around his hips without effort.

Her toes hooked behind his knees, pulling him closer until his fly pressed directly against the damp heat of her.

He broke the kiss long enough to look down between them.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, not because he felt he had to say it, but because the fact of it hit him afresh in this context. Her body bare and open on top of the surface where he spent so much of his time, where his life’s work lived in lines and notes.

Her cheeks went pinker, but she didn’t deflect with a joke. She just looked at him and said, quite simply, “So are you.”

He huffed a breath that felt suspiciously like a laugh, then reached for his belt.

Her gaze followed his hands as he unbuckled it, unbuttoned his jeans, and pushed them and his boxers down enough to free himself.

When his cock sprang out, thick and flushed, she inhaled, her fingers tightening on the desk.

He took the small step it took to bring himself against her, the head of his cock brushing the slick folds between her thighs.

They both went very still.

“This okay?” he asked, voice quieter than the room required.

Her eyes lifted from where their bodies met to his face. “Yes,” she said. “Please.”

He slid his hand between her legs, letting his fingers trace the wet heat of her, learning her again in this different setting. She clenched around nothing when he stroked up, thumb brushing gently over her clit.

She exhaled sharply, hips jerking, one hand flying from the desk to clutch at his forearm.

“Ethan,” she said, the sound half warning, half plea.

He circled lazily there, watching the way her face shifted, the way her mouth fell open a little, the way her toes dug into the back of his legs.

“You’re already so wet,” he murmured. “Did I do that, or does my spreadsheet voice turn you on more than I thought?”

She let out a breathless laugh that broke into a small, helpless sound when he pressed a touch firmer. “Stop talking about spreadsheets,” she managed. “You’re ruining my fantasy.”

“Noted,” he said.

He slid two fingers inside her, slow. She took him easily, heat clenching around his hand. He curled his fingers just right, the way he knew she liked, and stroked.

Her head dropped back, neck arching, the underside of her jaw exposed to him. He took advantage, leaning in to kiss along the line of her neck while his hand worked between her thighs.

Her free hand left the desk and found his hair, fingers sliding into it and holding on.

Her hips started to move in a small, involuntary rhythm against his hand, her breath coming faster, little broken sounds escaping with each exhale.

He could have kept at it until she came that way, shaking on his fingers against his desk, but he wanted more. He wanted to feel her clench around him, wanted that particular joining in this particular place.

He eased his hand back, earning a small, frustrated whine.

She looked down, pupils blown so wide there was barely any brown left. “Please don’t stop,” she said.

“I’m not,” he said. “Just changing how.”

He wrapped his slick fingers around himself, coating his length in the wetness he’d just pulled from her. The glide made him grit his teeth.

He positioned himself at her entrance, the blunt head of his cock nudging against the slick, swollen folds.

“Tell me if you want to slow down,” he said, hand at her hip, holding her steady.

She stared at him, breathing hard, then reached out and grabbed the front of his shirt, what was left of it, pulling him closer.

“Don’t make me beg in your office,” she said, the tiniest thread of amusement still lacing through the urgency. “Just…fuck me, Ethan.”

That undid whatever restraint he’d been clinging to.

He pushed in slowly, watching her face.

She gasped, fingers on his shirt tightening, knees hugging his ribs. Her body yielded around him, tight at first, then easing, taking him in one inch at a time.

He had to close his eyes for a second to keep from losing it too fast. The feel of her, hot, wet, gripping was almost too much on a normal night. Here, with the desk under her and the faint memory of the day’s work still in the room, it had an extra edge that set every nerve alight.

He bottomed out eventually, hips snug against the backs of her thighs. He stayed there, buried to the hilt, not moving, breathing through the need to just drive.

“Okay?” he asked, voice rough.

She nodded, jaw tight, eyes a little wide, then exhaled and rolled her hips experimentally around him. The motion pulled a sound out of him he didn’t entirely recognize as his.

“Yeah,” she whispered. “Yeah. Better than okay.”

He started to move.

Slow at first, pulling back a couple of inches and pushing in again, letting both of them get used to the feeling in this angle, on this surface. Each stroke dragged along the sensitive front of her, making her shudder.

Her hands went from clutching his shirt to bracing on his shoulders, fingers digging in as she met his rhythm.

He found a pace that felt right—not frantic, not lazy, just steady. Every thrust a clear statement. Her body welcomed each one, slick walls gripping and releasing him like she wanted to keep him and let him go all at once.

She made quiet sounds with each stroke, breathy and unguarded, head tipping forward until their foreheads touched.

“Look at me,” he said softly.

She did. Their eyes locked, and for a second everything else fell away completely—no client, no schedule, no half-done backyard. Just the two of them, joined over the surface where he’d built so much of his life.

He cupped the side of her face with one hand, thumb brushing her cheek as he kept moving inside her.

“You’re here,” he said, not sure until the words were out whether he meant physically, emotionally, or both.

“I am,” she whispered. “With you. In this.” Her hands slid down his arms, gripping his biceps. “Do you get that?”

He did. It flooded him, the realization that this wasn’t her sneaking something into his world like an intruder. It was her planting a flag, saying This matters to me. You matter to me. All of you.

The depth of that hit him harder than any of the physical sensation.

He thrust a little deeper, a little firmer, unable not to respond to the combination of her words and the way her body clenched around him.

She gasped, then moaned softly, the sound like something being surrendered.

“Ethan,” she breathed. “Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”

“I won’t,” he said. “I’ve got you.”

He slid his hand between them again, fingers finding her clit. She jolted, thighs squeezing, nails biting lightly into his arms.

He circled in time with his thrusts, pressure syncing with the slow, deliberate drive of his cock. Her whole body tightened, strung between his touch inside and out.

He watched her carefully. Her breath hitched, then stuttered, little exhalations coming faster. Her eyes fluttered, then snapped back to his, like she needed him as an anchor as much as he needed her.

“I’m…close,” she said, the words barely formed.

“I know,” he murmured. “Come on. Let me feel you.”

He pressed a little harder with his thumb, kept his pace steady. Her hips stuttered, then seized, back arching as everything in her went taut.

She came with a soft, broken cry, muscles clenching hard around his cock, pulse throbbing against his fingers. Her thighs locked around him, heels digging into the backs of his legs. Her hands flew from his arms to the edge of the desk, grabbing for balance.

He held her through it, still moving, shorter, tighter thrusts now, riding the clenching grip of her body. Watching her fall apart on his desk, here, because she wanted to be part of his life in this way, was enough to send him right over the edge with her.

Heat coiled low in his spine, winding too tight to hold. He buried himself deep one more time and let go.

His orgasm slammed through him, sharp and consuming. He groaned, head dropping briefly to her shoulder, whole body locking for a second as he pulsed inside her.

She shivered with each wave, still fluttering around him, aftershocks echoing through her.

They stayed like that for a while, clinging to each other, breath mingling, his weight braced carefully so he didn’t crush her against the desk.

Gradually, the tension drained from his muscles. His heartbeat slowed. The sharp edges of sensation softened into a warm, pervasive languor.

He eased his hand from between her thighs and smoothed it up her side, thumb tracing idle patterns on her ribs.

She let out a long, shaky exhale and let her head fall forward onto his shoulder.

“Well,” she said after a moment, voice a little hoarse. “That’s…one way to claim a cubicle.”

He huffed a quiet laugh, the sound muffled against her hair. “This is technically a private office,” he said. “But point taken.”

She tipped her head back enough to look at him, eyes heavy-lidded but clear. “You okay?” she asked.

He brushed a strand of hair off her forehead. “Pretty sure I just ruined my ability to look at this desk like a neutral surface ever again,” he said. “So…yeah. More than okay.”

A slow grin spread across her face. “Good,” she said. “That was kind of the goal.”

He eased out of her carefully, both of them hissing a little at the oversensitivity. She shifted, legs relaxing, and slid further back on the desk, hands anchoring her.

He stepped back just enough to tuck himself away, rebuttoning jeans with fingers that weren’t quite as steady as he’d like. She watched him, unabashed, still perched naked on the edge of his work surface, hair mussed, skin flushed, looking utterly at home.

The sight did something to him that had nothing to do with immediate arousal and everything to do with a deep, satisfied rightness.

He reached for her top from the floor and handed it over. She slipped it on without bothering with the bra, the thin fabric falling soft over her still-peaked nipples.

He helped her down off the desk, hands at her waist, and steadied her when her knees wobbled a little.

“Careful,” he said quietly.

“I’m fine,” she said, though she leaned into him for an extra beat longer than necessary. “Just remembering how gravity works.”

He bent and picked up her jeans, holding them out. She stepped into them, and he pulled them up, taking his time with the small, domestic-feeling motion. Her fingers brushed his as she buttoned them.

She glanced at the desk and made a face. “Did we…?”

He followed her gaze. A corner of one sheet had crumpled under where her hand had been. A faint smudge near the edge said something about how enthusiastically they’d used the space.

He moved instinctively to smooth the paper, reflexes of years in the profession kicking in. Then he stopped and let his fingers trace the wrinkle instead.

“Battle scar,” he said.

Her mouth curved. “You’re not worried about the client seeing that?” she asked.

“It’ll get reprinted before it leaves the building,” he said. “But I’ll know.”

She stepped closer and slid her arms around his waist, hugging him, cheek pressed briefly to his chest.

“Thank you,” she said into his skin.

“For what?” he asked, folding his arms around her shoulders.

“For letting me be here,” she said. “For not…keeping this part of you separate. Even when it’s messy. Even when it’s…on a desk we probably shouldn’t have done that on.”

He smiled into her hair. “I don’t think there’s a ‘should’ section in the office manual about that,” he said. “But yeah. I know what you mean.”

She leaned back just enough to see his face. “I don’t want to be something you only see when you’re done with all of this,” she said, nodding toward the room. “I want to be with you in the middle. When it’s hard. When you’re stressed. When you’re solving header details at eight at night.”

“You already are,” he said. “You were today. You have been for weeks.”

She searched his face as if weighing that.

“Feels more real now,” she said softly. “I needed this…for me, as much as for you.”

He understood. This wasn’t about scratching an itch or blowing off steam. It was her drawing a line through his life—work and home, office and house—and writing her name across both.

“I’m glad you took it,” he said. “All of it.”

Color rose in her cheeks again, but she held his gaze. “Me too,” she murmured. “Though I’m not sure I’ll be able to answer the office phone tomorrow without thinking about…that.”

He laughed, the sound easier and lighter than anything that had come out of him all day. “Join the club,” he said. “This desk is never going to feel the same.”

They straightened the worst of the disarray together—rolling the crumpled sheet into the tube with the others, nudging his laptop back to its usual spot. He turned off the desk lamp, plunging the office briefly into dimness before the hall light picked out their outlines.

In the reception area, the front windows showed nothing but their own reflections and the muted glow of the streetlights outside. The main overhead fixtures were off; only the small lamp on the end table near the door cast a soft pool of light.

Ashley grabbed her jacket from the hook by the entrance and shrugged into it. Ethan picked up his bag from beside his office door.

As he reached for the lock, he paused, then looked back at her.

“Ready?” he asked.

She stepped up beside him, close enough that their shoulders brushed. “Yeah,” she said. “Take me home.”

He turned the deadbolt, then flicked off the last light. The office fell into darkness behind them as he opened the door and stepped out onto Main Street.


Chapter 10

The confirmation email hit Ethan’s inbox just after nine.

He sat at the drafting room table with his laptop open, the window schedule and new header detail already attached. Victoria stood beside him, tablet in hand, scanning the subject line over his shoulder.

“Revised lintel detail and window notes,” she read. “Very poetic.”

“You’re welcome,” he said.

Outside the open door, the office sounded muted. Ashley’s voice drifted back from the front in sounding professional as she checked messages and moved appointments. Colin sat at the big monitor, pretending not to eavesdrop, a cross-section from the townhouse remodel open on-screen.

Ethan clicked the last box in the city’s upload form. “Engineer notified,” he said. “Developer copied. This is the part where we pray no one opens it for at least two days.”

Victoria huffed a quiet breath that almost qualified as a laugh. “Submit it before you change your mind,” she said.

He hit send.

The upload progress bar slid across the screen and disappeared. A small line of text popped up at the bottom of the window: “Files successfully received.”

“That’s it,” Ethan said.

Victoria straightened, shoulders easing. “Then we’re officially done,” she replied. “Everything they asked for yesterday is out when we said it would be.”

Colin swiveled on his stool. “On time,” he said. “Somehow.”

“On time,” Ethan confirmed.

He closed the laptop with a soft click and rubbed a hand along the back of his neck. The tightness from the day before was still there, but it didn’t have the same bite. Knowing the last piece had gone out when promised brought a quiet, solid satisfaction he let himself feel for a full breath.

Ashley appeared in the doorway as if drawn by the shift in the room. Her hair was pulled back into a neat ponytail today, a pen tucked behind one ear. She’d already swapped her jacket for the slim cardigan she wore at the desk, sleeves pushed to her forearms.

“Did it go?” she asked.

“It went,” Victoria said. “All of it.”

Ashley’s eyes brightened. “Good,” she said. “Then I can stop threatening the phone.”

Colin grinned. “Your intimidation tactics worked,” he said. “No one called during the whole upload.”

Ashley leaned a shoulder against the doorframe. “I told the courier if he knocked on that door before nine-thirty, I’d hide his clipboards,” she said. “He believed me.”

Ethan watched her, taking in the ease in her stance, the way she talked about managing the day like it was simply part of her job rather than something she was tiptoeing through.

“Nice work yesterday,” he said, meaning more than just the coffee and rescheduled meetings.

She understood anyway. “Same to you,” she replied. Her gaze flicked briefly to Victoria and Colin, then back to him. “All of you.”

Colin rolled his stool closer to the table, resting his wrists on the edge. “So we survived a twenty-four-hour revision gauntlet,” he said. “Do I get to put that on my internship report?”

Ethan pulled one of the printed elevation sets toward him, flipping through until he found the lots Colin had handled most directly.

“You get to put your name on these,” he said, tapping a title block where Colin’s initials sat beside his and Victoria’s. “And you get to know you earned it.”

Color crept up under Colin’s stubble. “You really think so?” he asked.

“I don’t put names in the box as a favor,” Ethan said. “You handled the roof revisions, you coordinated with the engineer, you caught that driveway clearance issue on lot four before Traffic did. Under pressure.”

He let that hang for a second, wanting it to land.

“You did good work,” he finished simply.

Colin’s grin was quick and unguarded. “Thanks,” he said. “That…means a lot.”

Victoria nodded once in agreement. “You kept up,” she said. “That’s not nothing.”

Ashley smiled at Colin from the doorway. “Told you you weren’t just making coffee,” she said.

“I never make coffee,” Colin protested. “You banned me from the machine.”

“For everyone’s safety,” she said.

The easy banter settled around them, the earlier tightness of the week giving way to something looser.

Victoria glanced at the wall clock. “I’m going to block an hour later to go over the café layout,” she said, already shifting back to the day ahead. “But for this morning, I’d like to pretend we’re a normal office for at least fifteen minutes.”

“We are a normal office,” Ethan said. “More or less.”

“Debatable,” she replied.

Ashley’s phone buzzed faintly in her pocket. She checked the screen, then slid it back.

“Your utilities coordinator confirmed the lintel detail email,” she said to Ethan. “No questions. Yet.”

“Give them time,” he said. “They’ll think of something.”

She pushed off the doorframe. “I’ll keep the front clear until you’ve had at least one real break,” she said. “After that, I make no promises.”

When she was gone, Victoria picked up one of the rolled tubes and turned it in her hands.

“Remember when our biggest project here was that courthouse?” she asked.

Ethan smiled faintly. “And the client couldn’t decide between three shades of gray for the siding,” he said. “Yeah. I remember.”

“This is different,” she said. “In a good way.”

He knew what she meant. The courthouse had been work. Good work, but work that lived and died entirely inside a single lot line.

“It’s the kind of different we left the old firm for,” he said. “Even with the panic days.”

Victoria’s mouth curved, small and genuine. “Especially with the panic days,” she said. “Keeps things interesting.”

He studied her for a second, the lines of tension around her eyes softer than they’d been in weeks.

“You know we wouldn’t have made the turn yesterday without you,” he said. “You kept the set straight. You kept me from trying to redraw the whole neighborhood at four in the afternoon.”

“That’s my job,” she said, but a hint of color touched her cheeks. “And you didn’t let yourself disappear into it this time. That’s new.”

He thought of Ashley’s hand on his shoulder, the way her voice had cut through the narrowing focus, the way he’d actually listened.

“Yeah,” he said quietly. “It is.”

Victoria followed his gaze briefly toward the front of the office, where Ashley’s silhouette moved behind the reception desk, then back to him.

“She’s good for you,” she said.

“I know,” he replied.

He didn’t say more, but he felt the shared understanding settle between him and Victoria. Work, life, the place where they crossed. The fact that this time, he hadn’t crossed that line alone.

By early afternoon, the office had settled into an ordinary rhythm again. Calls came in and were dealt with. Colin printed a test run of cabinetry elevations for the townhouse client. Victoria disappeared into her office for a call with the engineer about an unrelated project and came out looking only moderately annoyed.

Ethan answered a couple of emails, sketched a detail for the café’s banquette seating, and then, when the clock hit two, shut his laptop with more finality than the small tasks deserved.

“I’m heading out for a bit,” he told Ashley at the front.

She looked up from her screen. “Backyard?” she asked.

“Backyard,” he confirmed. “They started digging today.”

Her face lit. “Send me a picture,” she said. “So I can pretend I’m not at a desk when the jackhammer starts next door.”

“I’ll do you one better,” he said. “I’ll take a video.”

He left her shaking her head in mock envy and stepped out into the cool, clear afternoon.

The drive home was short, the familiar turns automatic. As he pulled onto his street, he could already see the top of the excavation equipment over the lower line of the fence—a bright arm of metal reaching up, then dipping down again.

He parked in the driveway and cut the engine.

From the front, the house looked the same as always—clean lines, simple siding, the old house next door perched like a smaller, older relative. But the faint tremor he could feel through the concrete under his feet as he walked up the drive gave away what was happening out back.

Macy met him at the door, nails clicking on the floor as she bounded forward, tail in a wide, delighted sweep. He scratched her head once, then moved past her toward the back of the house.

Claire’s voice reached him first, bright and carrying from somewhere near the kitchen. “It’s so big,” she said. “Look at it. It’s like a crater.”

Jess answered, drier. “It’s a hole,” she said. “A muddy, equipment-filled hole.”

He stepped into the open kitchen and dining area. All three back windows framed the changing yard.

Out there, the excavator sat in the rough center of the lot, tracked treads pressed deep into the dirt. Its arm swung in a slow, heavy arc, bucket scooping into the earth at one end of the outlined pool, then lifting and dumping the load into a waiting pile near the fence. The raw rectangle of the pool had already deepened significantly since he’d last walked the yard. Edges were sharper now, the bottom more defined.

Claire stood with her elbows on the back of one of the dining chairs, phone held up, thumb tapping the screen every few seconds as she took picture after picture. Jess leaned against the counter, arms folded, expression halfway between skepticism and reluctant interest.

Ashley stood at the sliding door, one hand resting lightly on the frame, watching the machine work. She’d slipped out of her cardigan; her T-shirt hung casually to her hips, jeans cuffed above her ankles. Her hair was up again, but strands had escaped around her face.

She glanced back when she felt him there, and the quick smile she gave him felt exactly like coming home.

“Hey,” Claire said. “You got here just in time. They’ve been carving away at it for an hour. It’s starting to look like something.”

“Something resembling a giant grave,” Jess said. “For my clean floors.”

Claire zoomed in on the excavator. “It’s going to be amazing,” she said. “I can see it already. Pool, loungers, us being fancy with drinks.”

“Us being muddy with wet footprints,” Jess countered, though her gaze stayed on the yard.

Ethan crossed to the sliding door and joined Ashley. Up close, he could see the fine spray of dirt occasionally kicked up when the bucket hit a particularly stubborn patch.

The operator in the cab was an anonymous shape behind the glass, movements precise. Scoop, swing, dump. Each pass cut a little deeper into the earth, the rough outline of the shallow end giving way to a steeper drop toward the deep.

“It’s bigger than I pictured,” Ashley said quietly.

“That’s because you’re used to looking at it from inside,” he said. “The perspective flattens everything from here.”

She tilted her head, considering. “On the plans, it was just a shape,” she said. “Just lines. Seeing it like this…” She trailed off, searching for the word.

“Real?” he offered.

“Yeah,” she said. “Real.”

Claire stepped back from the window to swipe through the photos she’d taken. “We’re going to have before and after shots for days,” she said. “I already told my coworkers they’re invited for a pool party when it’s done.”

Jess lifted a brow. “You did what?”

“Not all at once,” Claire said. “We’ll schedule them. Maybe. Depending on whether they bring good food.”

Victoria’s footsteps sounded in the hall. She appeared a moment later, tablet in hand, but she wasn’t looking at the screen.

“They started early,” she said, moving closer to the window. “I thought we’d have another day of stakes and preparation.”

“They were already out here when I came home for lunch,” Ashley said. “The backhoe thing—”

“Excavator,” Ethan supplied.

“—that thing was already taking bites,” she finished. “Claire almost fell into the pit trying to get a good angle.”

“I did not,” Claire protested. “I almost creatively approached the edge.”

Jess shook her head. “You almost made the contractor add a line item for ‘fishing blonde woman out of hole,’” she said.

Ethan slid the door open and stepped out onto the temporary slab.

The sound and vibration from the equipment hit more directly out here, through his feet and up his legs. Cool air brushed his face. The excavator’s arm swung again, bucket cutting into the dirt with a clean bite.

Claire came out right behind him, bare feet hopping onto the concrete. “Careful,” Jess called after her, following more slowly, slipping into a pair of sandals at the threshold before joining them.

Ashley stepped out last, door sliding closed behind her. She curled her toes briefly on the cool surface, then moved to stand beside Ethan, just out of line with the excavator’s swing.

From here, the pool’s shape was even more pronounced. The shallow end near the house had become a broad, stepped basin, the bottom still uneven but already suggesting where future ledges and entry steps would be. The deeper end fell away in a sharper slope, the far wall rising in a rough vertical cut. Piles of excavated earth mounded along the fence line, waiting to be redistributed or hauled away.

“Wow,” Ashley said under her breath. “Okay. Yeah. That’s a pool.”

Claire edged closer to the construction fence, phone up again. “Smile,” she called, angling the camera back toward the house.

Jess made a face at her. “No one needs to see my ‘standing in front of dirt’ look,” she said.

“It’s for us,” Claire said. “So we can look back and go, ‘Remember when it was just a hole?’”

“So we can remember when it was just a hole I was worried about falling into,” Jess replied.

Macy trotted out and immediately angled toward the nearest pile of dirt. Ethan snapped his fingers once, sharp, and pointed back at the slab.

“Stay on the concrete,” he told her. “You’re not a construction inspector.”

She paused, looked from him to the dirt, then, with a put-upon huff, settled onto the edge of the slab instead, head cocked as she watched the excavator.

Ashley shifted a little closer, enough that their arms brushed. “Where are the lights going?” she asked, eyes still on the pool outline.

He glanced down at her. “What lights?” he asked.

“Path lights,” she said. “Around the pool. On the steps. You talked about it with the contractor, but I didn’t totally picture it until now.” She motioned with one hand along the future edges. “You’re not going to just have this big dark rectangle out here at night, right?”

He looked back at the yard, automatically overlaying his mental lighting plan on the raw earth.

“Low-voltage along the far edge,” he said, tracing with his finger. “Small fixtures on the coping, pointing back across the water. Step lights in the risers from the patio down. Maybe a couple of up-lights in the planters.”

Ashley nodded slowly, tracking the imaginary points. “Can we see the steps from here?” she asked. “Like, from the kitchen at night. Will they show up?”

“They will,” he said. “We’ll aim the fixtures so they wash the treads without blinding anyone at the table.”

She tipped her head. “And what about over there?” she asked, pointing toward the corner where the hot tub pad had been marked, now partially dug.

“We’ll have sconces on the house by the door,” he said. “And a small downlight over the tub, tucked under the soffit. Enough to see without feeling like you’re in a stadium.”

“Good,” she said. “Too bright and you’ll feel like the neighbors are watching even if they’re not.”

“I told him to add footings for a trellis along that side,” Victoria said from just behind them, having stepped out onto the slab as well. “We’ll get some height and screening.”

Ashley glanced at her. “And maybe run some string lights along it?” she suggested. “If we’re already putting posts in. It’d make it feel…softer at night.”

Victoria considered that. “We can do that,” she said. “We’ll need to make sure the outlets are in the right place.”

Ashley smiled, small but pleased.

Ethan watched the exchange, the way Ashley spoke up without waiting to be asked, the way Victoria took her suggestion seriously and folded it into the mental plan.

A week ago, Ashley might have held the thought and waited to mention it to him later, quietly, away from everyone else. Now, she just said it out loud, standing shoulder to shoulder with them, voice steady.

The excavator bucket hit the deep end again, pulling another load of earth free. Clods tumbled and broke as they landed on the pile.

“Is that going to all fit back in?” Claire asked, squinting at the mounds near the fence. “It looks like more dirt than it started with.”

“Some of it will go back around the shell,” Ethan said. “Most of it’s leaving. They never put all of it back.”

Jess eyed the soil currently outlining the fence. “Let’s hope they put enough back that Macy doesn’t end up with half her ball disappearing under the fence,” she said.

“We’ll address your ball concerns in the final grading,” he said dryly.

Ashley laughed, the sound easy.

She twisted at the waist, looking from the pool to the house. “Are we putting lights along that back wall too?” she asked. “Like, on the house itself. So when you look out from the bedroom at night, you’re not just staring into black.”

He followed her gaze. “A couple,” he said. “By the slider and near the sauna door. Enough to frame the view.”

“Can we put one over where the grill is going to be?” she asked. “So you’re not flipping burgers by Braille.”

“We already added an outlet,” he said. “We can add a small downlight over the counter. Maybe tie it into the same switch as the patio zone.”

“Good,” she said. “I like being able to see your face when you set things on fire.”

Claire sidled up on his other side, still holding her phone. “Speaking of future fire,” she said. “Where exactly is the grill living now? I want to make sure I’m picturing my drinking spot correctly.”

Ethan pointed to the section of house wall they’d decided on—the blank expanse between the sliding door and the sauna entry. The future counter and grill lined up in his mind as clearly as if they were already built.

“Here,” he said. “Counter runs from about there to there.” He marked the span with his hand.

Claire nodded, satisfied. “Perfect,” she said. “I can lean on that and heckle while you cook.”

“Can you do that from somewhere that’s not blocking the door?” Jess asked.

“She’ll migrate,” Ashley said.

He could hear the ownership in her tone. Not “you will,” spoken to a group she still felt outside of, but “we,” including herself in the picture as naturally as breathing.

The excavator arm paused mid-swing as the operator adjusted something in the cab. For a brief moment, the yard was still—just the raw, cut earth, the piles of soil, the outline of the future.

Ethan looked down at Ashley.

She stood solidly beside him, feet bare on the concrete, arms loose at her sides, not hugging herself or keeping her hands tucked away. The wind had pushed a few strands of hair loose around her face, and she made no move to tuck them back. Her eyes were on the pool cut, but there was no trace of that careful, “am I allowed to be here” expression he’d seen on her so often at the beginning.

She looked like she belonged here. Not as a guest, or as the secretary who happened to live in the spare room, but as someone whose life and choices were built into the shape of this yard.

She’d helped move the grill. She’d chosen the stone and tile with him. She was standing here now, discussing light levels and lines of sight as if the decisions were as much hers as his.

Because they were.

“You’re in full project manager mode,” he said quietly, just for her.

She glanced at him, brows lifting. “What do you mean?” she asked.

“Lighting questions,” he said. “Sightlines. Traffic flow. You’re running through the list in your head.”

Color rose at the tops of her cheeks, but she didn’t look away. “I’m just thinking about how we’re actually going to use it,” she said. “You draw the lines. Someone has to imagine me tripping over things in the dark.”

“You mean me,” he said. “Tripping over things in the dark.”

She smiled. “Both of us,” she said. “All of us.”

Claire took another picture, then swung the camera around to catch Ethan and Ashley together, Macy in the frame at their feet.

“There,” she said, satisfied. “Architect and his foreman.”

“Forewoman,” Ashley corrected automatically.

“Foreperson,” Jess put in.

“Boss of the grill placement,” Claire said.

Ashley shook her head but didn’t protest further.

Victoria stepped closer to Ethan, looking from the yard to him and back. “This is going to be good,” she said quietly. “Really good.”

He nodded. “It is,” he agreed.

He felt it in his bones—the project at the office settling into its own slow motion elsewhere, the yard here taking on shape with each scoop of earth. Between the two, his life had strands that ran through paper, dirt, and the people standing beside him.

The excavator arm swung into motion again, bucket biting into the deep end. Dirt thudded onto the growing mound near the fence.

Ashley watched it, then slipped her hand into his without making a production of it.

He curled his fingers around hers, the simple contact grounding and sure.

For years, he’d walked sites like this alone or with contractors. He’d checked lines and grades and worried about details that existed only on paper. There had been satisfaction in that, but it had always been contained—something that started and ended with the work.

Standing there now, with the late light catching on the raw cut of the pool and the outline of his future backyard carved into the ground, with Claire taking pictures and Jess muttering about mud and Victoria already planning screening, with Ashley at his side asking about where the light would fall when the sun went down, he felt something else.

This wasn’t just his project anymore. It was theirs.


Chapter 11

Ethan had been thinking about it all week.

The idea had started small, somewhere between late emails and watching Ashley at the reception desk, then sitting beside him on the couch at home with her feet tucked under her. It had grown every time he caught her moving through his life with more ease—joking with Jess, arguing fabrics with Victoria, dropping a casual hand on his shoulder as she slipped by.

It didn’t feel right that the only times they’d had alone had been wedged around work emergencies or stolen in the middle of the night. They’d slid into bed, into the shower, into each other without ever really getting the quieter thing that usually came first.

A proper date. Not a rushed takeout run or a detour on an errand. Just…her, and him, and nothing else pulling at him.

By Friday afternoon, the decision felt settled enough that when he walked into the kitchen and saw Ashley rinsing a mug at the sink, he didn’t overthink it.

Claire sat at the table with her laptop open, idly scrolling. Jess leaned against the island reading something on her phone. Victoria wasn’t home yet.

Ashley glanced over her shoulder as he came in. “Hey,” she said. “How’d the café call go?”

“Fine,” he said, dropping his keys into the bowl on the counter. “They want more outlets and fewer columns. Nothing dramatic.”

“Outlets and columns,” Claire said. “The thrilling life of an architect.”

“Pays the bills,” he replied.

Ashley set the mug in the rack to dry and reached for a towel, wiping her hands. She wore jeans and a loose, soft top in a color that did something to her eyes. Her hair was pulled into a low ponytail, a few strands escaping around her face.

He watched her for a second, then said, “What are you doing tonight?”

She blinked, surprised by the direct question. “Uh…nothing?” she said. “Why?”

“Come out with me,” he said. “Just us.”

Her fingers tightened slightly on the towel. “On…a date?” she asked, the word landing like something unfamiliar in her mouth.

“Yeah,” he said. “On a date.”

Claire’s head snapped up, eyes gleaming. “Ooh,” she said. “Fancy.”

Jess’s mouth curved. “About time,” she muttered, not looking up from her screen.

Ashley flushed, but she didn’t look away from him. “You sure?” she asked quietly, as if it were a bigger question than the words held.

“I’m sure,” he said. “I was thinking that seafood place near the water, the one on the side street off the marina. We eat here a lot. We’ve eaten there once. It seems unfair.”

That got a faint smile out of her. “They do have good crab cakes,” she said.

“Good,” he said. “We’ll test them again, for science.”

She hesitated for half a beat. “What about…everyone else?” she asked, glancing toward Claire and Jess. “I don’t want to—”

“We can feed ourselves,” Claire said immediately. “We’re adults. Allegedly.”

Jess finally looked up. “Go,” she said to Ashley. “We’ll scrounge. Or order something. Or make Claire microwave that sad frozen stir-fry she keeps ignoring.”

Claire made an offended noise. “That stir-fry has feelings.”

“Not after six months,” Jess said.

Ashley looked back at Ethan. “Okay,” she said. The word came out softer than usual, “When?”

He checked the clock on the stove. It was just after five. “Seven?” he suggested. “I’ll make a reservation, pick you up here.”

“You’re picking me up at home,” she said, some of the initial fluster giving way to a dry edge. “Very traditional.”

“We can pretend I rang a doorbell instead of walking out of the office with you every day,” he said.

Her smile grew. “Seven’s good,” she said. “I’ll…change.”

Claire’s eyes lit up. “Can I help?” she asked. “I have opinions.”

Ashley groaned. “Oh no.”

Jess smirked. “You walked into that one.”

Ethan pushed off the counter. “I’m going to call the restaurant before Claire starts building a mood board,” he said.

As he stepped out of the kitchen, he heard Claire say, “We’re just going to make sure he chokes on his fish when he sees you, that’s all,” and Ashley’s half-laughed protest that followed.

He called from his office upstairs, got them a table for two at seven-thirty with a view of the water, then stood for a moment looking out his own windows at the thin slice of ocean beyond the torn-up backyard.

For years, most of his evenings had ended in rooms like this or back at the old firm, the glow of a monitor his primary light. Now, he was about to take a woman he loved on a date in the town he’d rebuilt his life in.

The clean, simple rightness of that settled in his chest.

At seven, he came down the stairs in a dark button-down and jeans, the kind of half-step up from his usual that made him feel put together without pretending he was going somewhere formal.

Macy trotted ahead of him, then paused at the bottom step, head cocked as if she sensed that this evening was not one she’d be part of.

“Guard the house,” he told her. “No parties.”

She wagged her tail once, noncommittal.

Claire and Jess were on the couch when he walked into the living room, the TV on but ignored. Claire had her legs draped over Jess’s lap, and Jess held a book open with one hand, thumb marking the place.

They both looked up when he appeared.

“Look at you,” Claire said, eyebrows lifting. “You cleaned up.”

“I own more than work shirts,” he said. “Sometimes I remember that.”

Jess’s gaze flicked over him, assessing. “You’ll do,” she said. “Ashley’s going to fry your circuits anyway.”

He opened his mouth to ask what that meant when Ashley stepped into the archway from the hall.

For a second, he forgot what he’d been about to say.

She wore a simple dress that hit mid-thigh, dark enough to read as evening but not so dressy it felt out of place in this town. A light jacket hung open over it. Her hair was down, falling around her shoulders in soft waves, caught back on one side with a small clip. She’d put on subtle makeup that made her eyes look even bigger, her mouth a shade deeper.

Her expression, as she paused there and saw him see her, wavered between self-conscious and quietly pleased.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hi,” he managed.

Claire beamed, clearly delighted by the effect. “Mission accomplished,” she said. “He’s broken.”

Ashley rolled her eyes but couldn’t quite hide the flicker of satisfaction.

“You look…really good,” Ethan said, stepping toward her.

“Thank you,” she said. Her fingers curled briefly into the edge of her jacket before she tucked her hands into the pockets. “You clean up okay yourself.”

He smiled at that.

Victoria emerged from the small office nook by the stairs, tablet in hand, then stopped when she took in the scene.

“Oh,” she said, eyes moving from Ethan to Ashley. “You’re heading out?”

“Date night,” Claire announced. “Official.”

Victoria’s gaze softened. “Good,” she said. “Enjoy it. Don’t talk about lintels.”

Ashley laughed. “No promises,” she said.

Jess closed her book. “We’ll expect a full report on the crab cakes,” she said. “And on whether Ethan remembered how to take someone out like a normal person.”

“I’ll grade him,” Ashley said dryly.

He offered his arm, half-teasing, half-serious. “Ready?” he asked.

She slipped her hand through, fingers resting lightly against his forearm. “Yeah,” she said.

Jess tipped her head. “Have fun,” she said. “We mean it.”

“We will,” Ethan said.

He led Ashley out to the SUV. The evening air met them cool and clean, the sky still light but already tilting toward dusk.

As he opened her door, he caught the small exhale she let out, like she’d been holding extra air in her lungs for the last few minutes.

“Nervous?” he asked as she climbed in.

“A little,” she admitted, settling into the seat. “Dates in houses are one thing. Dates that start with you picking me up in civilized clothes are…different.”

He closed her door gently and came around to his side. “We’ll start slow,” he said as he got in. “Dinner, walking, no pop quizzes.”

She smiled, tension easing. “Okay,” she said. “I can handle that.”

The drive into town was short, the familiar route softened by the fading light. Streetlights flicked on in a staggered sequence as they moved down the residential blocks and into the older part of town.

Ashley rested her hands loosely in her lap, looking out the window. Every so often, she’d point something out without thinking—a porch she liked, a flowering shrub spilling over a fence—little domestic notes that said her brain was running on more than just the evening ahead.

He liked hearing them.

“You’ve been here your whole life,” she said at one point, watching a cluster of storefronts slip past. “Do you still see it? Or does it just turn into background noise?”

“Depends on the day,” he said. “When I was at the old firm, I mostly saw it through a windshield on my way to and from work. Since we opened the office here, I see more.”

“Since you moved us in, you mean,” she said.

“Since I moved us in,” he agreed. “You changed my commute.”

She laughed softly. “You used to just work and sleep,” she said. “You told me that. Hard to picture now.”

“It was pretty boring,” he said. “Lot of takeout containers. Not a lot of…this.”

He meant the company, the dress, the way her hand rested easily on her thigh a few inches from his.

She glanced at him, something warm moving in her eyes. “I’m glad you decided to…upgrade,” she said.

He reached over and let his fingers brush the back of her hand briefly on the way to the gear shift. She turned her palm up without prompting, letting his hand settle over hers for a second before he put it back on the wheel.

The seafood place sat a block off the main drag, close enough to the water that he could see the tops of masts over the roofs as they pulled up.

He parked along the curb and walked around to open her door. She hopped down carefully, the low heels she’d put on making her feel taller but less sure on the uneven sidewalk.

Inside, the restaurant was small, simple—wood tables, large windows along one wall that framed the marina beyond. The place was half full, a mix of locals and a few early-season tourists.

The hostess led them to a table near the windows. From there, Ethan could see the masts lined up in the slips and the small movement of water between hulls.

He took the chair that kept his back to the wall and gave Ashley the seat with the better view. It wasn’t a conscious calculation; it was just where his body wanted to put her.

She unfolded her napkin, smoothing it over her lap, and looked out for a moment before turning her attention back to him.

“I like it here,” she said. “It feels…quiet. In a good way.”

“It’s one of the reasons I came back,” he said. “Places like this.”

The server came, took their drink orders, left menus. They made small talk while they decided—what looked good, what they remembered from the last time they’d been here with everyone.

He watched Ashley scan the options, brow furrowed in concentration, lower lip caught lightly between her teeth. At home, she was decisive when it came to practical things. Here, choosing something for herself, she took more time.

When the server returned, she ordered crab cakes with a small salad. He went for grilled fish and vegetables. Nothing elaborate.

After their menus were gone and their drinks arrived, the thin layer of conversation fell away.

He could feel the moment when they both realized they were here without any buffer. No deadline hanging over his head, no other conversation to hide in.

Ashley traced the rim of her glass with one fingertip, then seemed to catch herself and set her hand flat on the table instead.

“So,” she said. “Is this the part where we talk about our favorite colors and our first pets?”

He smiled. “We’ve already done the hard parts,” he said. “We know what each other look like in the morning. I think we can skip to the middle.”

“Good,” she said.

He leaned his forearms on the table. “Tell me something I don’t know,” he said. “About you. That you haven’t told me in the middle of a crisis or after sex.”

Her brows rose slightly. “Narrowing the field,” she said.

He waited.

She thought for a moment, eyes tilting up as if sorting through files.

“I almost moved to Chicago once,” she said finally.

He hadn’t known that. “When?” he asked.

“Right after High School,” she said. “I had this idea that big city meant big life. I sent out résumés, did a couple of phone interviews. One company wanted me to fly out. I even looked at apartments online.”

“What stopped you?” he asked.

She shrugged one shoulder. “Money. Fear. My dad making a face every time he saw me looking at the map,” she said. “And then a job opened up at the Italian place here, and I took it because it was easy. Because it was here.”

“And you stayed,” he said.

“I stayed,” she agreed. “Sometimes I wonder what would’ve happened if I’d gone. But then I think about the winter there and decide I like my toes too much.”

He pictured Ashley in a city that big, in an apartment somewhere far from any shoreline he knew, and felt a quiet, retroactive relief it hadn’t happened.

“Your turn,” she said. “Tell me something I don’t know about you. And not ‘I once miscounted a set of stairs on a plan.’”

“That only happened once,” he protested automatically, then considered. “I used to hate the ocean,” he said.

Her head jerked up. “What?” she asked. “You live three blocks from it.”

“When I was a kid,” he clarified. “We moved here when I was nine. Before that we lived inland. The ocean felt…too big. Too much. I didn’t like not seeing the other side.”

“What changed?” she asked.

“Time,” he said. “Learning the patterns. Where the water hits on a rough day. Where the sand shifts after a storm. It stopped feeling like this endless thing out there and more like…part of the map.”

“That sounds like you,” she said. “Turning chaos into a plan.”

“Occupational hazard,” he said.

She smiled, softer. “I like that you hated it first,” she said. “Makes me feel better about how long it took me to stop being scared of your office.”

“You were scared of my office?” he asked, surprised.

“Not…scared,” she amended. “Intimidated. You and Victoria had this whole world built. Schedules, clients, plans. I was the girl answering phones. It felt like I’d walked into some other life and they’d let me sit in the lobby.”

He thought of her at the front desk those first weeks—professional, polite, shoulders tight whenever he or Victoria walked past. The distance had been invisible to anyone not looking for it. He hadn’t missed it.

“It’s not like that now,” he said.

“No,” she agreed. “Not now.” She toyed with the oil cruet between them, spinning it once and then setting it down. “You and Victoria made a point of…opening the door wider. And then the day you let me move the grill, it was like someone had handed me a key.”

“The grill changed everything,” he said, amused.

“It did,” she insisted. “For me. I got to see you listen to me about something you’d already decided. In your space. Your project.”

He let that sit for a moment. “I’m glad it did,” he said.

“It’s simple,” she said. “But the simple stuff’s the stuff I keep remembering.” Her eyes met his. “Like this.”

“Dinner?” he asked.

“Dinner,” she said. “You, me, a table, no blueprints between us. It’s…really nice.”

And it clearly meant more to her than the word usually did.

Their food came, giving them a small, natural break. They ate, talked about lighter things—an absurd customer at the hardware store, a story Colin had told about misreading a scale in studio. He found himself watching her more than his plate. The way she laughed without checking herself first. The way she’d cut something on her fork and gesture with it as she talked, forgetting to actually eat for a few seconds.

At one point, her phone buzzed in her bag. She glanced at it, then flipped it face down on the table without opening it.

“You don’t have to do that,” he said.

“I know,” she said. “But I want to. I spend all day answering things. I like the idea that right now, the only person who gets my attention is across the table.”

That landed with a quiet thud in his chest.

“Same,” he said honestly. His own phone sat in his pocket, silent. For once, he’d turned off notifications, letting the world go on for a couple of hours without him.

They lingered over the last of their meal, sharing bites without making a show of it. When the server came by with the dessert menu, Ashley shook her head, hand over her stomach.

“I’m full,” she said. “If I eat anything else, you’ll have to roll me to the car.”

“We can get something sweet next time,” he said. “I’m not going to let this be the only one of these we do.”

Her eyes softened at that. “Next time,” she repeated. “I like the sound of that.”

He paid the bill, left a tip that made the server’s eyebrows lift, then stood and helped Ashley into her jacket.

Outside, the last of the light had faded. The sky held onto a faint blue at the horizon, but the town was lit more by shop windows and street lamps now than the sun.

“Walk?” he asked.

“Yeah,” she said immediately.

They strolled along the sidewalk back toward Main, hands brushing occasionally until he simply took hers. This time, she didn’t hesitate. She laced their fingers together and swung their joined hands lightly between them.

The street had quieted with the evening. A few people still moved along the sidewalks, but the daytime bustle was gone. Most of the small shops were closed, lights off, signs flipped. A couple of bars and the ice cream place near the corner still glowed.

They passed the darkened front of their own office. The windows reflected them faintly, the line of his shoulders, the flash of her hair—overlaid on the familiar reception desk inside.

Ashley glanced at the door as they went by, then at him. “We’re not going in,” she said.

“No,” he agreed. “Not tonight.”

“Good,” she said. “I like that we walked past it. It feels…symbolic.”

“Leaving work behind?” he asked.

“Yeah,” she said. “Walking past the thing that eats your time and into something that’s just…us.”

He squeezed her hand. “I can live with that symbolism,” he said.

Half a block down, the small independent bookstore still had its lights on. The handwritten sign in the window read “Open” in looping letters.

Ashley slowed automatically, eyes drawn to the display—stacked paperbacks, a couple of hardcovers propped open.

“You want to go in?” he asked.

She looked almost guilty. “We can keep walking,” she said. “We don’t have to—”

“Ash,” he said. “Do you want to go in?”

She hesitated, then nodded. “Yeah,” she said. “I do.”

He opened the door and let her step through.

Inside, the space was narrow, shelves running close to the walls with a couple of small tables in the middle. The air felt lined with paper and ink and the quiet weight of stories stacked on stories.

“It’s smaller than I thought,” Ashley said in a lower voice, as if the room demanded it. “Cozy.”

He’d been in once or twice before, always in a hurry. Tonight, with nowhere to be for the next hour except here, the place felt different.

“Go,” he said, nodding toward the shelves. “Find something.”

She shot him a look, half amused, half touched, then drifted down one of the aisles, fingers trailing lightly along the spines.

He watched her scan titles, head tilted, lips moving soundlessly as she read.

“What do you usually read?” he asked, following at an angle.

“Depends on my mood,” she said. “Mysteries when I want my brain to chew on something. Romances when I want to turn it off.”

He smiled. “You never told me you read romance,” he said.

“You never asked,” she said. “And you make buildings flirt with each other on plans, so you don’t get to judge.”

“Fair,” he said.

She pulled a paperback from the shelf, studied the back, then wrinkled her nose and slid it back into place.

“What was wrong with that one?” he asked.

“Too much destiny, not enough choice,” she said. “I like it when people pick each other. Over and over. Not because some prophecy says so.”

He absorbed that.

He watched her eventually settle on a book with a simple cover—no half-clothed bodies, just a skyline and two sets of feet dangling off a fire escape.

“This looks good,” she said, then seemed to catch herself. “I mean, I can come back and get it another time. We don’t have to—”

He took it gently from her hand and went to the small counter at the front.

She followed, protesting under her breath. “Ethan, you don’t have to buy me a book,” she said. “You just fed me. That’s enough.”

“I want to,” he said. “Let me.”

The person at the register rang it up. He paid, slipped the book back into the small paper bag they offered, and handed it to her.

“For when you’re stuck at the desk on a slow afternoon,” he said. “Or when Claire hogs the TV.”

Her fingers closed around the bag with care. “Thank you,” she said. The words were simple, but the look on her face was surprised, pleased, a little unsteady—told him it landed somewhere deeper than the price of a paperback justified.

They stepped back out into the night and walked the rest of the way down toward the marina.

The boardwalk near the slips was mostly empty. A couple of people walked a dog farther down. A small fishing vessel rocked gently in its berth, ropes creaking faintly as it shifted.

They found an empty bench facing the water and sat. The cool coastal breeze came in off the surface, sliding under his jacket and making the exposed skin on his neck tighten.

Ashley shivered once and immediately scooted closer, tucking herself under his arm. He lifted it automatically, letting her lean in, her head fitting against his shoulder, her hands wrapping around the book bag in her lap.

“This is nice,” she said quietly.

He looked out at the marina. The boats sat dark, masts etched against the sky. The town’s lights reflected in small, rippled streaks on the water.

“It is,” he agreed.

She tilted her face up, watching him instead of the view now. “I like seeing you like this,” she said.

“Like what?” he asked.

“Here,” she said. “Not at a desk. Not over a stove. Not with three other people hanging off you. Just…here. With me. Sitting on a bench like a normal person.”

“I’m not sure how normal this is,” he said. “Given the structure of our life.”

“You know what I mean,” she said. “I love the house. I love the chaos. I like the office even when it makes me tired. But having you look at only me for a few hours?” She inhaled slowly, then released it. “That’s different.”

“Feels different for me too,” he said.

“How?” she asked.

He thought of group dinners, of the cruise, of the way nights at home had a way of sliding from one pair of hands to another, one conversation to another, in a routine he loved.

“This is quieter,” he said. “Not less. Just…quieter. No deadlines, no decisions about grout colors, no one asking me where I put the extra towels. Just you. Your book. Your face when you decide what to order.”

She smiled at that last part.

“I didn’t know I needed it,” he admitted. “This part. I thought after the office and the house and everything else, I’d be too wrung out for more. But I like it. I like seeing you without all the noise around us.”

Her eyes went bright. “Me too,” she said.

They sat in comfortable silence for a while, just breathing in the cool air, the occasional faint slap of water against hulls the only movement beyond themselves.

Ashley shifted slightly, turning more toward him. “Can I tell you something?” she asked.

“Always,” he said.

“Earlier,” she said, “when you asked me out in the kitchen? My first thought was…you’d forgotten we didn’t need a date to spend time together.”

He frowned. “Forgotten?”

“Not in a bad way,” she said quickly. “Just—everything’s been so much, so fast. Moving in. The office. The backyard. The…other nights.” A faint flush touched her cheeks, visible even in the low light. “I told myself you didn’t need to take me on a date for it to be real.”

“And?” he asked.

“And I was wrong,” she said. “I didn’t need this for it to be real. But I needed this to feel…claimed. By you. Not just as part of the house, or part of the office, but as…your girl walking down Main Street with you on a Friday night.”

The straightforwardness of that caught at something in him.

“You are that,” he said. “Have been.”

“I know,” she said. “Tonight just…made it easier to believe. In my bones, not just in my head.”

He turned his body more fully toward her on the bench, cupping the side of her face in his hand.

“I love you, Ashley,” he said.

He didn’t dress it up, didn’t add anything. He just gave her the words, plain.

Her breath hitched. He’d said it before, at home, in bed, in quieter, more tangled moments. But here, with nothing else around them, it seemed to land differently.

“I love you too,” she said. Her voice didn’t wobble. It was clear, sure. “I think I did before I even understood what I was walking into.”

He leaned in and kissed her.

It was gentler than anything at the office, slower than anything at home. Just his mouth on hers, the press and slide of lips, the soft warmth of her exhale against his cheek.

She kissed him back with the same quiet intensity she’d put into everything else tonight—deliberate, present, nothing held back.

When they broke apart, she rested her forehead against his.

“Thank you,” she said.

“For dinner?” he asked.

“For…choosing me,” she said. “Like this.”

He brushed a thumb along her jaw. “I’m going to keep doing it,” he said. “Not just tonight.”

She smiled. “Good,” she said. “Because I’m planning on sticking around.”

They sat a little longer, her tucked under his arm, the night cooling around them. When she finally shivered again, more noticeably this time, he squeezed her shoulder.

“Come on,” he said. “Before you freeze.”

They walked back to the SUV, their hands finding each other again without thought.

On the drive home, the town lights thinned, replaced by the darker stretch of road that ran parallel to the beach. The SUV’s headlights cut a narrowed path ahead.

Ashley leaned her head back against the seat, the small paper bag with the book resting on her knees. Her free hand sat on his thigh, fingers tapping lightly to some rhythm only she heard.

He watched the faint glow of the dashboard on her profile, the relaxed curve of her mouth. The contentment in his own chest felt steady, not sharp.

As they neared the turn for their street, he made a small decision and drove past it.

Ashley’s head turned. “Missing your exit,” she said.

“Taking the long way,” he said.

A minute later, the road curved up toward a small overlook above the beach—a gravel pull-off that locals used for quick views of the water or quiet conversations. There were no other cars there tonight.

He parked facing the dark line of the ocean and turned off the engine. The sudden quiet felt like a held breath.

Ashley glanced out at the barely visible horizon, then at him, understanding dawning in her eyes.

“Scenic route?” she asked.

“Something like that,” he said.

He reached over and brushed a strand of hair back from her face.

“We have this terrible habit,” he said. “Of turning places into…memories.”

“The office,” she added.

He smiled. “Seems on brand,” he said.

She laughed quietly, then shifted, unbuckling her seatbelt. The small click was loud in the enclosed cab.

“I’m not opposed,” she said.

He unbuckled his own and turned toward her. The console between them made closeness awkward. Ashley solved it by sliding across the bench seat toward him, tucking one leg under her and swinging the other over his lap until she straddled him, knees braced on either side.

Her dress rode up a little, knees bare against his jeans, jacket falling open.

She settled onto him with an easy familiarity that said all the earlier nerves were gone.

“This feels like high school,” she said, amused. “Except better. And in a nicer car.”

“High school me was not this lucky,” he said.

She looped her arms around his neck and kissed him.

The first press of her mouth was soft, exploratory, as if testing how this version felt—no desk, no draft set, just them and the dark outside.

It warmed quickly.

He slid his hands up her back under her jacket, feeling the heat of her through the thin dress. She arched into his touch, sighing quietly into his mouth.

The kiss deepened in slow increments. No rush, no frantic edge. Just rising heat, layered over the contentment from dinner and the walk.

Her fingers slid into his hair, nails grazing lightly along his scalp. He groaned under his breath and pulled her closer, the steering wheel at his back a faint reminder of where they were.

She laughed softly against his mouth. “You’re going to honk the horn,” she said.

“I’ll try not to,” he murmured.

They kissed until the windows began to fog slightly at the edges, the glass cool but the air inside warming. Their movements stayed mostly above the waist—her hands on his shoulders, his on her back and waist. He didn’t push it further, and neither did she.

Instead, they lingered in the kind of touch that wasn’t about getting anywhere, just about being there.

At one point, she pulled back just enough to look at him, breathing a little harder, cheeks flushed.

“This is…really nice,” she said.

“Yeah,” he agreed, voice low. “It is.”

She traced the line of his jaw with one fingertip, then tapped his nose lightly. “You realize you’re never going to be able to park here again without thinking about this, right?” she asked.

“This, or the next time we stop here,” he said.

Her eyes sparked. “Optimist,” she said.

“Realist,” he replied.

She laughed again, then rested her forehead against his, arms sliding down to rest loosely around his shoulders.

“Tonight made it feel…solid,” she said quietly. “You and me. Not instead of everything else. Just…under it.”

“Good,” he said. “Because that’s how it is in my head.”

She smiled, small and fierce. “Mine too,” she said.

They sat like that for another minute—her weight warm on his lap, his hands resting at her hips, the dark outside pressing gently against the glass.

Eventually, practicality nudged at the edges. The breeze slipping around the truck would make the cab cold if they stayed much longer. And they had a house, and a dog, and three women probably pretending not to check the clock.

“Ready to go home?” he asked.

“Yeah,” she said. “But I kind of don’t want to move.”

“Me neither,” he said. “We’ll compromise. Two more minutes. Then we go.”

She made a content noise and tucked her face into his neck.


Chapter 12

By the time Ethan looked up from the screen, the light outside the office had gone flat and colorless.

The big monitor in the drafting room still glowed with linework, but the front windows showed Main Street in that in-between state—stores mostly closed, a few lights still on, the sky out past the roofs sliding toward evening.

Colin sat hunched on his stool at the monitor, one hand on the mouse, the other braced on the edge of the table. Cabinet elevations for the townhouse remodel filled the screen, clean rectangles marking doors and drawer fronts.

“Push that pantry pull-out three inches,” Ethan said, nodding toward the right edge of the drawing. “Owner will actually be able to open it without hitting the fridge.”

Colin adjusted the dimension string, the line on-screen shifting in response. “Like that?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Ethan said. “Gives them room to breathe.”

Colin made a note in the corner of the sheet. “I still can’t believe this is what ‘slow week’ looks like for you,” he said. “Small follow-ups and cabinet minutiae.”

“This is slow,” Ethan said. “We’re not redrawing half a neighborhood in a day. I’ll take it.”

He meant it. The last few days since the revision gauntlet had been filled with smaller things. Clarification emails from the city, a couple of modest changes from the developer, calls about the café layout and the townhouse finishes. Nothing that came with a ticking time bomb attached.

The window schedule update he’d stayed last night to finish had gone out that morning without fanfare. The utilities coordinator had acknowledged it in a four-word email. The developer, for once, hadn’t immediately replied with another round of “one more thing.”

It left room for slower work with Colin, making sure the younger man understood not just what to draw, but why.

He flipped through the printed redline from the café owner on the table in front of him. “What did she say about the banquette?” he asked. “She wanted more storage?”

Colin swiveled, grabbed a separate sheet, and slid it over. “She emailed this,” he said. “Wants drawers under the seats if we can make it work. Says she’s tired of tripping over extra linens.”

Ethan studied the sketch—cramped boxes drawn under the bench—then the plan. “We can do shallow drawers,” he said. “Leave a solid toe kick so people don’t destroy it with their feet. Just don’t eat into the duct chase.”

Colin turned back to the monitor and pulled up the section. “So we’re talking like…eight inches high?” he asked.

“More like six,” Ethan said. “Space for napkins, menus. Anything taller, she should be storing somewhere else.”

Colin nodded thoughtfully. “You always think about how people are going to abuse it,” he said.

“They always do,” Ethan said. “If there’s a way to kick, lean, or spill on something, somebody will. Better to build for it instead of pretending they won’t.”

He checked the clock on the wall. Just after seven.

Victoria had left an hour ago, after finishing up a call with the engineer and signing off on a batch of contracts. Ashley had shut down the phones at five-thirty on the dot, shot him a look that said “don’t stay too late,” and gone home with her bag over her shoulder and a promise to text when she got there.

He’d told her he and Colin had “a couple of small things” to finish. That had been true. It was also true that, even now, this kind of quiet late hour in the office didn’t feel like the old days. There was no crushing deadline, no hollow pressure in his chest. Just…work. Manageable, finite.

“Okay,” he said, letting his shoulders roll out of their mild hunch. “Save that version and print a test. We’ll mark it up for the café meeting tomorrow.”

Colin hit save, then sent the sheet to the printer in the corner. The machine woke and started feeding paper.

“Think they’re going to freak out about the storage?” he asked. “Or will they love it and then ask for twice as many drawers?”

“Both,” Ethan said. “They’ll love it, then someone will suggest we do the same under every seat and we’ll spend twenty minutes explaining clearances again.”

Colin grimaced. “Can’t wait.”

“You’ll be fine,” Ethan said. “You handled a neighborhood full of garages. One café owner isn’t going to break you.”

The printer spit out the elevation. Colin retrieved it and laid it on the table. Ethan leaned over, pen in hand, and circled the new drawer fronts.

“We’ll bring this as Option B,” he said. “Leave Option A in the packet. Let them choose.”

Colin nodded and jotted a quick “B” in the title block. “You always do that,” he said. “Two options. Even when the client thinks they only want one.”

“People like to feel like they’re deciding,” Ethan said. “Sometimes they pick the thing you wanted all along. Sometimes they surprise you. Either way, they’re more invested if they got to say no to something.”

Colin considered that, then set the pen down. “I should write all this down somewhere,” he said. “Office Survival Guide.”

“We’ll make you a handbook before you leave,” Ethan said.

He meant it more than he let show. Colin had done good work on the neighborhood project. Keeping him around full-time when his internship turned into a real job would be a conversation worth having when the contract checks started landing.

For now, though, the kid looked tired.

“Call it for the night,” Ethan said. “We’ve got enough to keep them busy at the café. We can look at the townhouse bathrooms on Monday.”

Colin glanced at the clock. “You sure?” he asked. “We could knock out one more sheet.”

“Go home,” Ethan said. “See people who aren’t me and Victoria. Watch a movie. Play whatever game you keep complaining you don’t have time for.”

Colin smiled, a little sheepish. “I do have a raid tonight,” he admitted.

“Then go raid,” Ethan said. “We’ll still be here Monday.”

Colin powered down the monitor, gathered his notes, and shoved them into his backpack. “You heading out too?” he asked.

“In a minute,” Ethan said. “I want to clear a couple of emails so they aren’t staring at me at breakfast.”

Colin slung the bag over his shoulder. “Don’t stay too late,” he said. “Ashley will yell at me if you come in tomorrow with that ‘I slept under my desk’ look.”

Ethan huffed a soft breath. “That’s not a thing anymore,” he said.

“Good,” Colin said. “See you tomorrow.”

Ethan walked him to the front. The street outside was quiet, the last stragglers moving toward cars. Colin headed down toward the bus stop, hands jammed into his jacket pockets, shoulders loose in a way they hadn’t been a week ago.

Ethan watched him for a second, then locked the door and flipped the sign to CLOSED out of habit, even though it probably didn’t matter at this hour.

Back in the drafting room, he opened his laptop, fired off two short responses—one to the utilities coordinator confirming the new window note locations, another to a small client about a porch overhang—and then shut it again with more satisfaction than fatigue.

He turned off the lights room by room, last one being Ashley’s small lamp at the reception desk. The office slipped into shadow behind him as he stepped out onto Main and pulled the door closed.

The drive home took ten minutes.

As he turned onto his street, headlights washed over the old house next door and then across his own facade. Light showed at the front windows, warm rectangles against the dark.

He pulled into the driveway and killed the engine.

For a second, he just sat there, hands loose on the wheel, mind switching gears from cabinets and lintels to the house waiting inside. He could almost picture the layout without moving—Claire draped over something, Jess half on her phone, Victoria with a glass and a half-read document, Ashley somewhere between them now instead of near the edge.

He got out and headed for the front door.

Macy met him before he’d fully stepped inside, nails ticking on the wood as she trotted up, whole back half wagging. He bent long enough to rub her head, fingers skimming between her ears.

“Hey, girl,” he said. “You keeping everyone in line?”

She huffed and turned toward the back of the house, glancing over her shoulder as if to say, Come see.

He followed.

The kitchen was mostly empty, counters clean, a half-finished bottle of wine on the island with the cork resting loosely in its mouth. Light spilled in from the back, brighter than the fixtures overhead.

He stopped at the sliding door.

Out in the yard, near the edge of the temporary concrete pad and the jagged line where dirt dropped away into the pool excavation, four camp chairs were clustered in a loose semicircle. Someone had dragged a short, beat-up side table out there as well; the wine bottle’s twin sat on it, along with a scattering of stemless glasses and a bowl of snacks.

The excavator sat quiet and hulking at the far end of the hole, its arm tucked in, lights off. The raw cut of the pool’s shape showed dark and uneven beyond the small pool of light from the house.

The women occupied the chairs like they’d settled for the evening and had no intention of moving soon.

Claire had tucked her legs up under her in one of the chairs, sleeves pushed to her elbows, wine glass cupped in both hands. Jess slouched in the next chair over, one ankle propped on a knee, free hand gesturing lazily as she spoke.

Ashley sat between them.

Not on a separate chair a few inches removed, not perched at a physical angle away from the conversation. She was right there in the middle, chair pulled close enough that her bare foot brushed Claire’s shin when she shifted and her knee leaned lightly against Jess’s.

Victoria had the last chair, angled just a little off to the side so she could see all three of them. Her shoes were off, toes curled against the concrete, wine glass resting on the arm of her chair. She looked…relaxed. Really relaxed. Shoulders down, spine not quite so straight, expression soft.

Ethan stayed where he was for a moment, watching through the glass.

Ashley had one arm draped across the back of her chair, fingers idly tracing patterns on the metal frame as she talked. Her other hand cradled her glass, the liquid inside low but not empty. Her posture had none of the earlier tightness he was used to seeing when all of them were together. She slouched a little, leaned in when Claire said something, tipped her head back and laughed at whatever Jess followed with.

He couldn’t hear the words from here; he didn’t need to. The movement told its own story.

Claire reached over and hooked her hand briefly around Ashley’s forearm, squeezing as she punctuated a point. Ashley squeezed back, quick and unthinking, then gestured with that same hand as she added her own angle.

Jess’s hand landed for a moment on Ashley’s knee as she made a dry comment, then stayed there without either of them seeming to notice. Ashley didn’t straighten or pull away; she swiveled slightly toward Jess, glass balanced on her other leg, and shot something back that made Jess’s mouth actually curve.

Victoria said something then, and all three heads turned toward her. She spoke longer than she usually did in these looser settings, fingers of one hand moving lightly in the air as she laid out whatever thought she’d been holding.

Claire nodded along with emphatic little movements. Jess’s brows rose at one particular sentence, and she tipped her glass in a small, conceding gesture. Ashley didn’t just listen; she interjected, eyebrow up, and Victoria laughed—an actual laugh, not just a huff of breath. Then she aimed her next sentence directly at Ashley, like she was used to Ashley being part of the back-and-forth, not someone they were all still calibrating around.

Ethan felt something in his chest loosen in a slow, satisfying way.

This was different.

He’d seen the women all together plenty of evenings. He’d watched Ashley trailing, hovering, waiting for cues. He’d watched her take the safe seat at the edge of the couch, hands tucked around a pillow, uncertain where to land her attention.

Out there now, she wasn’t on the edge of anything. She was in the center of the cluster, the others turned toward her as often as toward each other, her edges fitting into theirs without scraping.

He slid the door open and stepped out.

Four heads turned automatically at the motion, conversation pausing for half a second.

“You’re home,” Claire said, brightening. “You survived the land of cabinets.”

“Barely,” he said, stepping down onto the slab. “You all look like you’re doing much more important work out here.”

“We’re supervising,” Jess said. “Making sure the hole doesn’t run away.”

Ashley smiled at him, easy and warm. “We’re also planning your future social calendar,” she said. “Claire has…ideas.”

Claire lifted her glass. “We are christening this pool properly when it’s done,” she declared. “Schedules must be arranged. Outfits must be considered.”

“Invitations must not be sent to half the town,” Jess added. “I like you, but I don’t like you that much.”

Victoria’s lips twitched. “We’re not having a block party,” she said. “But a first-night swim seems reasonable.”

Ashley tipped her glass toward Ethan. “Apparently I’ve been assigned to beverage duty,” she said. “And playlist curation. And possibly lifeguard if Claire tries to climb the excavator after a second glass.”

“I did that once,” Claire protested. “And I didn’t even spill.”

He moved closer, dragging one of the folding chairs they’d left stacked by the door into the loose circle. As he sat, Macy thudded down onto the slab beside him, stretching out with a faint dog groan and immediately resting her head on his shoe.

“Hey,” he said quietly to Ashley once he’d settled, “you all right?”

She turned toward him a little, glass resting on her thigh. “I’m good,” she said. Her eyes were clear, cheeks a little pink from the wine and the night air but not flushed the way they got when she was trying too hard. “You?”

“Fine,” he said. “Colin and I finished the café stuff. No fires.”

“Good,” she said. “I told him if he let you slip back into zombie architect mode, I’d revoke his coffee privileges.”

He smiled. “He values those too much,” he said.

Claire shifted her chair a few inches, closing the gap so that her knees bumped Ashley’s. “We were telling stories,” she said. “Jess was just explaining how you once wore two different shoes to a client meeting.”

Ethan groaned. “Why is that the one everyone remembers?” he asked.

“Because Victoria has photographic evidence,” Jess said. “And because it’s funny.”

Ashley’s mouth curved. “She showed me the picture,” she confessed. “Then Claire felt obligated to share the one of you falling asleep on a set of drawings.”

“In my defense, it was three in the morning,” he said.

“And you were a workaholic with poor life choices,” Victoria said mildly. “We’re improving your average.”

Ashley leaned back, tucking one ankle over the other. “Jess also told me about the time you tried to cook without a timer and almost set the oven mitt on fire,” she said.

“That is an exaggeration,” he said. “Mostly.”

Claire bumped her shoulder lightly against Ashley’s. “We’re just making sure she knows all your greatest hits,” she said. “So we’re even.”

“Even?” he asked.

Ashley lifted her glass, swirling the last mouthful idly. “We traded tonight,” she said. “They gave me early-house Ethan stories. I gave them ‘what you’re like at the office when you think no one’s watching’ stories.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Should I be worried?”

“Depends,” Jess said. “Do you want us to know that you hum under your breath when you’re staring at plumbing plans?”

“I do not hum,” he said.

“You do something,” Ashley said, amused. “It’s like talk-singing to yourself. Very low. Very serious.”

“See?” Claire said smugly. “This is why she’s invaluable. She brings us new material.”

Victoria took a slow sip of her wine, studying Ashley over the rim of her glass. “She also keeps our deposit receipts from going missing and talks her father onto reasonable delivery windows,” she said. “That’s the kind of invaluable I enjoy.”

Ashley ducked her head a little at that, but she didn’t deflect. “I like keeping your life from catching on fire,” she said. “At least the paperwork parts.”

Ethan watched the exchange, the way Victoria’s gaze held Ashley’s for a beat longer than strictly necessary, the warmth in it unmistakable.

A month ago, that kind of comment from Victoria would have come with a certain formality, like she was handing out a performance review. Now, it carried something closer to affection.

Claire topped off Ashley’s glass from the bottle on the low table without asking first, the small, automatic gesture saying more about how normalized Ashley’s presence was than any speech could have.

Jess shifted in her chair, stretching one leg out toward the dirt. Her foot brushed Ashley’s again under the loose circle.

“So,” Jess said, “Ashley has also informed us that you bought her a book on your date night.”

Ashley made a face. “Why is everything I say tonight being used as evidence?” she asked.

“Because we weren’t there,” Claire said. “We need details.”

Ethan felt his ears go warm. “It was a book,” he said. “In a bookstore. It’s not like I engraved anything on it.”

“You might as well have,” Claire said. “She carried the bag around the house like it was made of glass when you got back.”

Ashley slid a sideways glance at Ethan, clear even in the low light. “They’re exaggerating,” she said. “A little.”

Jess’s mouth curved. “She did sit on the couch with it in her lap for an hour before she opened it,” she said. “Which is cute, not pathetic, in case you’re wondering.”

Ashley sighed. “This is what happens when I tell you things in confidence,” she said. “Absolutely no boundaries.”

“You moved into a house with three other women and a dog,” Victoria said. “Boundaries were always going to be…fluid.”

Ashley huffed, but there was no bite in it. “I’m learning,” she said.

“You’re doing more than learning,” Ethan said quietly.

She looked at him, that small, private smile he’d come to recognize tugging at her mouth. “So are you,” she replied.

Claire lifted her glass again. “To learning,” she said. “And to this hole not filling up with rain before they put a pool in it.”

They clinked glasses—Jess with a noncommittal tap, Victoria with a more restrained motion, Ashley with a soft, happy sound under her breath.

Ethan’s water glass rang against theirs a moment later, a different note in the small chorus.

He sat back, letting the conversation drift. They swung between topics easily—work, the backyard, the small stupidities of the week.

Claire described a customer at the bank who’d tried to cash a check made out to “cash” and then gotten offended when asked for ID. Jess countered with a story about a client who’d insisted a video call didn’t count as a meeting because “no one was wearing shoes.”

Victoria admitted she’d seriously considered turning her phone off entirely the next day, then immediately walked it back because she wouldn’t.

Ashley told them about a man who’d come into the office that afternoon asking if they could add a second story to his one-story house “without making it look like there was a second story.”

“How did you not laugh?” Claire asked, wide-eyed.

Ashley shrugged. “I told him we’d need to schedule a consultation,” she said. “And then I came out back and laughed with you.”

They all did now, the laugh relaxed.

Ethan watched as Ashley leaned her head briefly against the back of her chair, throat exposed, eyes crinkling. Claire reached over and flicked an invisible speck off Ashley’s shoulder. Jess wiped at the corner of her own eye with one knuckle, shaking her head. Victoria’s smile lingered longer than it usually did.

He didn’t know what conversations had happened before he walked through the door tonight. He hadn’t heard the precise words that had taken Ashley from “new girl in the house” to “part of the inner circle.” Those moments belonged to them.

But he could see the results clearly—etched in where they sat, how they moved, what they didn’t bother guarding anymore.

Ashley didn’t glance at him for approval before she spoke. She didn’t sit up straighter when he joined them, as if needing to recalibrate. She stayed slouched, one knee thrown over the other, wine glass resting in the dip where her thigh met her hip, very much in the conversation when he stepped into it.

The others didn’t adjust either. They didn’t shift their chairs to accommodate him, didn’t reframe their jokes. They just made space for his chair and kept going, reflexively including him in whatever thread they were currently pulling.

Ashley’s hand brushed his once on the low table when they both reached for the bottle. She didn’t snatch it back. She let their fingers overlap for a second, then passed him the glass, attention already swinging back to something Victoria was saying about furniture lead times.

He was just…there with them. All of them. The same way he’d been before Ashley. The same way he’d wanted to be with her.

Macy rolled onto her side and kicked one back leg out, hind paw nudging against Ashley’s foot. Ashley immediately bent down and rubbed the dog’s belly with her toes, absent, affectionate.

Macy sighed and settled.

“So,” Claire said after a while, gaze flicking between Ethan and the dark pool cut, “I think our first official night out here should be when the hot tub turns on. Full temperature. Full bubbles. No half measures.”

Jess pointed with her glass. “You’re going to give him a heart attack,” she said. “You know he’s already planning a lighting test and a water chemistry check before anyone’s allowed in.”

“I am,” Ethan said. “We’re not all getting skin rashes because the pH is off.”

Ashley grinned. “He’s not wrong,” she said. “I searched it. You can’t just fill a pool and hope for the best.”

Claire waved a hand. “Fine,” she said. “You and Ashley can be in charge of science. The rest of us will handle vibes.”

“Dividing responsibilities,” Victoria said. “Efficient.”

Jess sipped her wine. “As long as the end result is warm water and cold drinks, I don’t care who does what,” she said.

Ashley tipped her glass toward Claire. “She’s just mad she can’t put sequins in the filter,” she said.

Claire gasped theatrically. “One time,” she said. “I suggested one sequined floaty.”

“Never happening,” Ethan said.

Ashley laughed, low and pleased.

He let their talking wash over him, eyes drifting briefly to the dark line of the horizon visible just beyond the neighbor’s rooftops. The ocean was out there, steady and indifferent, the same as it had been when he’d first drawn this yard on a blank sheet of paper.

Everything else between that line and this slab had changed.

The old house next door, the firm, his routines. The women in the chairs around him. The dog thudding her tail against his boot. The blonde who’d barged into his life, the dark-haired woman who’d brought her, the planner who’d leapt with him out of the firm, the short, sharp secretary who now sat in the middle of them like she’d always been there.

The shape of the house had adjusted with each addition. So had he.

Across from him, Ashley said something that made Victoria laugh again, softer this time, hand covering her mouth for a second. Claire leaned into Ashley’s side in a companionable half-lean. Jess rolled her eyes but didn’t bother hiding the way her mouth pulled up.

Ashley glanced over at him then, as if sensing his attention. Their eyes met.

There was no question in hers. No “am I doing this right?” No “do I belong here?” Just warmth, and that steady certainty he’d been watching her grow into for weeks.

He smiled at her. She smiled back.

And in that simple exchange, surrounded by dirt and plans and half-empty wine glasses, Ethan felt something settle fully into place.

He reached down, scratched Macy absently behind the ears, and looked back out over the raw cut of the future pool.

A neighborhood in the works, a backyard half-built, a business slowly finding its footing. A life that no longer ended at his desk or his bed.

And a woman at his side who, somewhere between grill placements and late nights at the office and a quiet dinner by the water, had stopped being “new” and started being simply…his.

One of his. One of theirs.

Exactly where she belonged.


Chapter 13

The office felt almost ordinary that morning.

Sunlight lay in a pale band across the reception area, catching the edge of Ashley’s desk. She sat with her laptop open, headset resting around her neck, a manila folder spread beside her where she was ticking items off a checklist. Every so often she’d pause, tab something into the computer, then move a sticky note from one side of the folder to the other.

In the drafting room, Ethan and Colin stood at the big monitor, the café layout on-screen. Tables and chairs dotted the plan like careful punctuation.

“If we slide this two-top here,” Colin said, nudging a table symbol with the mouse, “we keep the aisle width and still get a better sightline to the pastry case.”

Ethan considered the adjustment. “That works,” he said. “Just make sure the chairs don’t back into the column. People hate bumping into things they can’t see when they stand up.”

Colin nodded and added a quick dimension string.

Victoria sat at the central table, a set of contracts fanned in front of her. She made small notes in the margins, checking each page before stacking it on a finished pile. Her tablet lay beside the papers, calendar open.

The steady, low-key work had a different mood from the last frantic weeks. The neighborhood revisions were in. The worst of the follow-up had been handled. There was still plenty to do, but the acute, sharp edge had dulled into something more manageable.

Ethan felt it in his shoulders—a little less tightness, a little more room to think about things beyond the next call.

He reached for his coffee mug on the drafting table and found it half empty instead of forgotten.

“Okay,” he said to Colin, tapping the screen, “walk me through your logic on the counter depth again. Owner’s going to ask.”

Colin brightened. “Twenty-four inches clear walking space behind the barista,” he said, “thirty-six for customers. If we keep the counter at this thickness, we can fit the under-counter fridge and still have toe space. Any deeper and they’re going to start stacking junk back here.”

“Good,” Ethan said. “You’re thinking about how they’re going to abuse it. That’s the right instinct.”

From the front, Ashley’s voice floated back. “Good morning, this is Ashley… Yes, he’s in today. One moment and I’ll see if he’s available.”

Ethan glanced instinctively toward the doorway. Ashley’s tone had that particular careful brightness she used for unknown numbers—polite, not warm yet.

“Ash,” she called down the hall a second later, “I’ve got Martin from Ridgeview on line one. Says it’s about the neighborhood.”

Victoria’s head came up immediately. Colin’s hand stilled on the mouse.

Ethan set his mug down. “Put him through,” he said.

Ashley hit a key. “Transferring now,” she said, then the small light on the phone on the side table by Ethan’s elbow lit.

He picked up the receiver.

“Martin,” he said. “This is Ethan.”

“Ethan,” the man’s voice came back, brisk but carrying something else underneath it. “Glad I caught you. Got a few minutes?”

“Of course,” Ethan said. His free hand found the edge of the table and closed around it.

Victoria set her pen down and angled in, attention sharpening. Colin swiveled his stool just enough to see Ethan’s face.

“We had executive review this morning,” Martin went on. “Ran through the full revised packet. I wanted to give you the news directly.”

Ethan’s heart thudded once, hard. For a split second, the drafting room faded out. It was just the phone, his own pulse, and the weight of the last weeks’ work.

“We love it,” Martin said.

For a half beat, Ethan thought he’d misheard. “You…what?” he said, then mentally cursed himself for sounding caught off guard.

“Love it,” Martin repeated, sounding faintly amused. “The rear elevations are exactly where we needed them. More glass without turning the back of every house into a fishbowl. The garages? Much better position on the street. Traffic signed off on the flips. Marketing’s happy. Sales is already drooling on the renderings.”

Ethan let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. His grip on the table edge eased fractionally.

“That’s good to hear,” he said, aiming for even.

“It’s more than good,” Martin said. “We’re a go. Full project, as drawn. The partners signed the approval this morning. I’ve got the executed contract on my desk, and Accounting’s cutting the next check as we speak.”

The payday line hit as hard as the design praise.

They’d negotiated the fee months ago—broken into phases, tied to milestones. The next payment was the one that cleared their line of credit, covered months of payroll, put real weight under the business.

“You’re releasing the DD payment?” Ethan asked, to be sure.

“Today,” Martin said. “Wire should hit by end of day or first thing tomorrow. And we’re greenlighting you into the next phase. Permit set, whatever the city wants to see. You and Victoria should book some billable hours.”

The room came back into focus around Ethan in layers: Victoria’s stillness beside him, the faint whirr of the printer cooling in the corner, Colin’s intent stare.

“That’s…fantastic,” Ethan managed. “Thank you. We appreciate the confidence.”

“You earned it,” Martin said, and there was no sales gloss in it. “You took our notes, didn’t just slap them on. You made the neighborhood better. That’s what we pay you for.”

Ethan felt something deep and old loosen in his chest. Leaving the big firm, opening this place, betting on his own name—it all telescoped into this one moment of external validation.

“How does the schedule look from your side?” he asked, because that was the next right question.

“We’ll get the city’s formal comments in a couple of weeks,” Martin said. “But we’re not waiting on them to keep you moving. I’ll send you a letter tonight confirming we’re proceeding and outlining the next deliverables. For now, I just wanted to say—congratulations. It’s a big one.”

“It is,” Ethan said quietly.

They wrapped the call with a few more logistics—meeting dates, a quick mention of marketing wanting fresh perspectives on the model home interiors later. Then Martin was gone, the line clicking soft in Ethan’s ear.

Ethan set the receiver back in its cradle carefully.

He stood there for a second, hand still resting on the phone, staring at nothing in particular.

Then he turned.

Victoria’s eyes searched his face, reading the signs she knew too well. “Well?” she asked. “Don’t make me guess.”

“We got it,” he said.

It came out rough, but steady. “They’re approving the full set. Contract’s signed. Wire’s going out today.”

For a heartbeat, Victoria just looked at him, as if making sure he meant what he’d said.

Then her shoulders dropped in one visible, almost physical release. Color came up in her cheeks, a hint of incredulous relief cracking her usual composure.

“Whole thing?” she asked.

“Whole thing,” he confirmed. “No conditions. They’re greenlighting us into permit docs.”

A small, sharp laugh escaped her, half disbelieving. She stepped forward, and before either of them could overthink it, Ethan reached out and pulled her into a hug.

It wasn’t the kind of thing they normally did at the office. At home, yes—with Claire, with Jess, with Ashley, even with Victoria in the kitchen on good days. Here, in the space where their old professional selves still held some shape, they usually kept it cleaner.

But the hug happened anyway—his arms around her shoulders, hers coming up around his back after a brief moment of stiffness.

She let her forehead rest against his collarbone for a second, just breathing.

“You did it,” she said quietly. Then, correcting herself, “We did it.”

He smiled against her hair. “We did,” he agreed.

From the doorway, Ashley’s voice came, careful but bright. “Is this a ‘we celebrate’ hug or a ‘we burn it all down’ hug?” she asked.

Victoria stepped back, smoothing the front of her blouse, but she didn’t put her shield all the way back up. There was still a small, honest smile at the corner of her mouth.

“Celebrate,” she said. “Definitely celebrate.”

Ashley’s eyes lit, full and immediate. “You got it?” she asked.

Ethan nodded. “We got it. Contract’s a go. They’re wiring the next payment today.”

Ashley let out a soft, half-laughed breath that sounded a lot like I knew it and Thank God layered together.

Colin, who’d been frozen halfway between his stool and the table, blinked. “Wait,” he said. “Like…got it got it?”

“Like neighborhood’s moving forward, they’re building what we drew, and we’re getting paid for it,” Ethan said. “Yes.”

The words hung in the air a moment, then sank in.

Colin’s grin spread slow and wide. “Holy shit,” he said, then winced. “Sorry. Can I say that?”

“You just did,” Victoria said, but there was no real rebuke.

Ashley stepped fully into the room, notebook forgotten in her hand. “That means…you’re not going to be living on granola bars and stress anymore,” she said to Ethan. “Right?”

“Only on alternate Thursdays,” he said.

Her laughter came out freer now, the earlier tightness gone. She crossed to the table, eyes flicking over the scattered plans, then back to him. “I’m proud of you,” she said. “All of you.”

Colin pushed his glasses up, still looking faintly stunned. “I’ve only ever worked on studio projects that got pinned up and torn down,” he said. “This is…they’re actually going to build it. People are going to live in something I drew.”

“That’s the job,” Ethan said. “Feels different the first time someone hands you a set of keys and you recognize your own lines in the walls.”

Colin shook his head, almost in disbelief. “I don’t know what to do with my hands,” he admitted.

“Here’s an idea,” Ethan said. “Put them in your pockets. We’re going to lunch.”

Ashley blinked. “We are?”

“We are,” he said. “All of us. Not sandwiches at the table. Out. Real plates.”

“We have work,” Victoria started, reflexive.

“And it’ll be here when we get back,” he said. “We’ve been sprinting for weeks. We landed the biggest project the firm’s had since we opened. We’re taking an hour and marking it.”

She hesitated just long enough for him to know she was weighing schedules and responsibilities. Then she nodded once. “Fine,” she said. “An hour. Maybe ninety minutes.”

Ashley’s face broke into a grin. “I’ll put a sign on the door,” she said. “And set the phones to voicemail. ‘Closed for celebration.’”

“Make it ‘staff lunch,’” Victoria said. “It sounds more professional.”

“‘Staff celebratory lunch,’” Ashley countered.

Victoria’s mouth twitched. “Do what you want,” she said. “Just spell it right.”

Colin looked between them. “We’re really all going?” he asked. “Not just you two?”

“Especially you,” Ethan said. “You earned a seat at the table.”

Color crept up under Colin’s stubble again. “Okay,” he said. “Yeah. I’m in. I’ll try to find my wallet.”

Ashley had already pivoted toward the front. “Deli next door?” she called back. “Or something fancier?”

Ethan glanced at Victoria.

“Deli,” she said. “If we go to the bistro, they’ll seat us next to that old guy who still calls you ‘kid.’ I’m not in the mood.”

“Deli it is,” Ethan said. “Ashley, tell them we’re bringing our own party.”

Five minutes later, the front sign read STAFF LUNCH BACK AT 1:30 in Ashley’s neat handwriting. The phones were set to roll to voicemail with a generic message. Lights inside were left on but dimmed.

They stepped out onto Main together—Ethan, Victoria, Ashley, and Colin—a small knot of people in varying degrees of disbelief and satisfaction.

The deli sat three doors down, its front window still glowing. Inside, the long counter displayed the usual array of salads and sliced meats. A chalkboard menu hung on the wall, specials scrawled in different colors.

Ashley walked in first, holding the door. “Momentous occasion,” she said quietly to the woman behind the counter. “We need all your carbohydrates.”

The woman laughed and waved them toward the register.

They ordered in a loose, overlapping way—sandwiches, soups, a couple of salads split “for health,” as Ashley put it. Victoria tried to insist they keep it modest. Ethan overrode her and added a plate of cookies to the order.

They took a table near the window, mismatched chairs scraping softly as they sat. Ashley pulled an extra chair from a neighboring table and tacked it onto the end so they’d all fit.

She sat between Colin and Ethan, across from Victoria.

For a moment, no one spoke. The ambient clatter of the deli wrapped around them—other voices, plates, the faint beep of the register.

Then Colin exhaled, long and theatrical. “Okay,” he said. “Now it feels real.”

Victoria arched a brow. “The contract didn’t do it?” she asked.

“I didn’t see the contract,” he pointed out. “I saw you two staring at a phone. This—” he gestured between the four of them, “—this is the victory lap.”

Ashley unwrapped a straw and dropped it into her drink. “He has a point,” she said. “I’ve seen you stressed in here. I’d like to see you happy in here at least once.”

Ethan leaned back a little in his chair, letting the weight of the morning settle.

Happy wasn’t a word he’d have used much at his old firm for anything related to work. Satisfied, maybe. Relieved. Numb.

Now, sitting here in a place three doors down from an office with his name on the window, with his partner, his intern, and the woman who kept the office running and his life threaded together, happy fit better than he would have expected.

The food arrived in stages—bowls and plates and a small avalanche of paper-wrapped sandwiches. The table filled quickly.

“Dig in,” Ethan said.

They did.

Between bites, the talk circled back inevitably to the project.

“What exactly did he say?” Ashley asked around a forkful of salad. “When he called.”

Ethan swallowed his mouthful of sandwich. “That they loved the changes,” he said. “That the executive team signed off. That Marketing’s excited about the renderings. That Accounting is wiring the next payment.”

Ashley’s eyes widened again at that last line, even though she’d heard it once already. “You checked your account yet?” she asked.

“Not yet,” he said. “I will when we’re back. I know it’s coming. I don’t need the numbers on a screen to feel it.”

“But they’re going to feel good,” she said.

“Yes,” he said simply. “They are.”

Victoria set her sandwich down, wiping her fingers. “We can pay off the rest of the line of credit,” she said. “And still have runway. We won’t be holding our breath over every invoice for the next six months.”

Ashley looked at her. “You were that tight?” she asked quietly.

Victoria hesitated for a hair’s breadth, then nodded. “We weren’t in trouble,” she said. “But we were…lean. Every delay hurt. This gives us room to breathe. To plan instead of just react.”

“And to keep you both on payroll without me having to sell a kidney,” Ethan added.

Ashley’s mouth tugged. “Guess I picked the right office to sneak into,” she said.

He met her eyes. “We picked you,” he said. “Let’s not rewrite history.”

“And we’re not letting you go anytime soon,” Victoria said. “Assuming you can live with the chaos.”

Ashley looked briefly, privately pleased at that. “I think I’m getting used to it,” she said.

Colin had been quiet for a minute, focused on his sandwich. Now he looked up, expression a mix of wonder and something like pride.

“Do you remember the first day I came in?” he asked Ethan. “I thought I was going to be doing nothing but printing and coffee runs.”

“You did plenty of printing,” Ethan said.

“But no coffee,” Ashley put in. “We established that he’s banned.”

Colin grinned. “Right,” he said. “But I got to work on actual drawings. On a real project. And now it’s…this. I keep thinking about some kid riding his bike down one of those streets in a few years. Past a house I helped draw. That’s…wild.”

“It doesn’t go away,” Ethan said. “That feeling. Even after the third or tenth neighborhood. It changes shape, but it’s still there.”

“Did you ever get this at your old firm?” Ashley asked him softly. “Anything like this?”

He thought about it. About long tables in glass conference rooms, senior partners clapping each other on the back, the occasional “nice work” tossed down the ladder. About late-night emails saying a project had been awarded, followed by immediate subject lines about fees and value engineering.

“Not like this,” he said. “There were wins. Big ones. But I was one of a lot of people in the room. Someone else’s name on the door. Someone else deciding what counted.”

He looked around their table.

“This is different,” he said. “It’s our project. Our office. Our risk. Our reward.”

“And our lunch bill,” Victoria said dryly.

“I’m paying,” Ethan said. “Don’t fight me on this.”

She didn’t. None of them did.

Ashley watched him for a second, something soft in her gaze. “You’re allowed to enjoy it,” she said. “You know that, right? Not just move on to the next panic.”

“I’m working on it,” he said.

“You’re doing better,” she said. “Yesterday, you only checked your email five times at home.”

“That’s improvement?” he asked.

“For you?” she said. “Yes.”

They all laughed at that, even Victoria.

The conversation turned lighter as the food dwindled. Colin regaled them with an absurd story about a professor who’d once failed an entire class’s studio midterm for “insufficient concept.” Ashley told them about her dad popping into the office the day before and pretending he wasn’t proud when he saw Ethan’s name in a short piece about the development in the local paper.

“Tom clipped it and put it on the bulletin board next to the nails,” she said. “Said something about ‘knowing him before he was famous.’”

Ethan shook his head. “He’s never going to let that go,” he said.

“He’s earned the right to brag,” Ashley replied.

Victoria raised her cup in a small, almost toasting motion. “To small-town fame,” she said. “And to not having to go back to Raleigh with our tails between our legs.”

Colin clinked his drink against hers. “Amen,” he said.

Ethan looked at them—all three of them now technically his employees in some form, all three of them more than that in reality.

Victoria, who’d walked away from a secure partner track to bet on him and on herself in this small town. Colin, who’d chosen this little firm over a shinier internship because he wanted to actually draw buildings. Ashley, who’d stepped into the middle of their half-built life and quietly, steadily made it all work better.

He felt it then in a clear, sharp wave: this wasn’t just survival anymore. They weren’t just keeping the lights on and hoping the next invoice cleared before the last check bounced.

They had a major neighborhood approved. They had the financial cushion to breathe. They had an office that functioned because everyone at this little table had put their hands into it.

This was what he’d wanted when he’d left the firm.

He just hadn’t known then that it would look like this.

Ashley must have seen something in his face, because she reached under the table and rested her hand briefly on his knee. The touch was light, almost casual, but her thumb pressed in once, a small grounding point.

He covered her hand with his for a second, squeezing gently, then let go before he tempted Victoria to roll her eyes at them.

When they finished eating, Ethan stood and headed for the counter before anyone could argue, card already in hand. The total came up. It was not small. It also did not make his stomach clench the way it once might have.

He signed the receipt and tucked the copy into his pocket.

Outside, the light had shifted again—more gold now, the angle shallower. They stood for a moment on the sidewalk, sunlight hitting their shoulders.

“Back to work?” Victoria asked.

“For a bit,” Ethan said. “We can clear emails, straighten the place up. But nothing heavy.” He looked at Ashley and Colin. “No one’s staying late tonight.”

Ashley arched an eyebrow. “You sure?” she asked. “Or is that just aspirational?”

“I’ve been threatened with bodily harm if I fall asleep at my desk again,” he said. “I’m learning to take hints.”

Colin checked his watch. “I’ve got studio at six,” he said. “So you’re safe from me.”

Ashley looped her bag over her shoulder. “I’ll close out the day and then head home when you do,” she said to Ethan. “We can tell Claire in person instead of by text.”

“She’s already texted me three times,” he said. “I think you all have a group chat I’m not in.”

“You think right,” Ashley said. “But we’ll still let you break the news.”

They walked back to the office together.

Inside, Ashley peeled the “Staff Lunch” note off the door and smoothed it into her notebook like a souvenir before flipping the sign back to OPEN. She turned the phones back on, then checked the voicemail box. Only a couple of messages waited—nothing urgent.

Colin headed straight to his drafting station to save his files and back them up. Victoria retreated to her office for a few end-of-day emails.

Ethan ducked into his own smaller office and sat at his desk. For a moment, he just looked at the computer screen without waking it.

Then he opened his banking app.

The numbers loaded. A new line item glowed in the recent activity column with an abbreviated note.

He stared at the figure for a long second.

It was what they’d negotiated. What he’d modeled out late at night months ago on a yellow pad, calculating what it would do to the firm’s cash flow. It sat there now, no longer hypothetical. Real.

Something like satisfaction—not the jittery rush of adrenaline, but a deeper, more settled feeling—moved through him.

He closed the app and leaned back in his chair.

From the outer office, he could hear Ashley’s keyboard, the murmur of her voice as she returned a call in a shortened, end-of-day way. Colin’s footsteps thudded once as he shoved his backpack under his desk. Victoria’s office door stayed open, light slanting across the hall.

Ethan let his gaze drift to the framed print on his wall—a rendering of the neighborhood as they’d first envisioned it. Curving streets, clustered houses, trees still theoretical. It had been aspiration when he’d hung it.

Now, it was a plan in motion.

He stood, shutting off his monitor. Enough for one day.

In the reception area, Ashley looked up as he came out.

“You’re done?” she asked.

“For today,” he said. “You?”

“Just about,” she said. “I filed the confirmation, updated the project spreadsheet, and told your utilities coordinator not to call you after four unless something was literally on fire.”

“Appreciated,” he said.

Colin emerged from the drafting room with his backpack. “I’m heading out,” he said. “Thanks again. For lunch. For…everything.”

“Get some sleep,” Ethan said. “You’ve earned it.”

Colin nodded once and left, the bell on the front door giving a faint jostle as he went.

Victoria appeared a few minutes later, bag in hand, tablet tucked under her arm. “I’m going to swing by the grocery store,” she said. “We’re out of coffee. Again.”

“We drink a lot,” Ashley said.

“I’ve noticed,” Victoria replied. “Text me when you get home,” she added to Ethan, echoing her habit from the worst of the deadline days even though tonight carried none of that panic.

“I will,” he said.

After she left, it was just him and Ashley and the quiet.

She spun once on her chair, slow, then let it come to rest facing him fully.

“You look…lighter,” she said.

“I feel…something like that,” he said. “It hasn’t all sunk in yet. But yeah.”

She stood, sliding her notebook into her bag, then crossed the small distance between them.

“Good,” she said. “Because I really like that version of you. The one who just got what he wanted and is allowed to admit it.”

He smiled. “I like it too,” he said. “I could get used to it.”

She reached up, looped her arms lightly around his neck, not the way she did at home, with all the layers of that life around them, but a gentler, almost tentative echo, here in the office where they’d both learned new ways of being.

“Get used to it,” she said. “You earned it.”

He slid his hands to her waist, pulling her in just enough to feel the solid line of her against him.

“Couldn’t have done it without you,” he said. “Any of it. The office. The house. Today.”

Her eyes softened. “We all did it,” she said. “But…thank you.”

He kissed her once, quick, warm, and more about gratitude than heat—then stepped back.

“Come on,” he said. “Let’s go home and tell the others they’re about to be living with a fancy neighborhood architect.”

“They’re never going to let you live that down,” she said, amused.

“I’m counting on it,” he said.

They locked up together, lights winking off behind them one by one. The small office on Main Street, with its framed prints and its battered drafting table and its freshly wired bank account, sat quiet as they stepped out into the evening.

Ethan turned the key in the lock, felt the deadbolt slide into place, and slid his hand into Ashley’s as they walked toward the SUV.


Chapter 14

The next morning, Ethan woke to a house already in motion.

Claire had left the bedroom earlier, the imprint on her side of the mattress cooled. Jess’s spot was empty too, the faint impression of her shoulder still visible on the pillow. Light crept around the edges of the shades, flat and gray in that way it did before the sun decided whether it was going to bother.

He lay there a minute, the memory of yesterday’s call settling over him again.

We love it.

Full project. Wire going out today.

He’d checked the account last night at home just to make sure he hadn’t imagined it. The number had been there. Real. Enough to clear the line of credit, cover months of payroll, give the office something it hadn’t had since they opened, breathing room.

He could feel that same loosening now as he swung his legs out of bed and stood. For the first time in weeks, the first thing on his mind wasn’t the developers, or the city, or the next redraw.

It was the backyard.

By the time he’d showered and dressed, voices drifted up from downstairs. Claire’s bright, Jess’s drier, Ashley’s softer in between them.

He came down to find all three women in the kitchen.

Claire sat at the table in leggings and an oversized sweatshirt, hair up, feet bare and tucked under her. Jess leaned against the counter in a T-shirt and shorts, coffee mug in hand. Ashley stood at the island, tying her hair back into a loose knot, her own mug leaving a faint ring on the granite.

Macy lay on the floor near the sliding door, chin on her paws, eyes alternating between the people and the torn-up yard beyond the glass.

Claire looked up when she heard him. “Our fearless contractor whisperer emerges,” she said. “Good. You have to tell us what’s happening out there.”

“Morning,” he said.

Jess lifted her mug at him. “You’re up early,” she said. “For someone who doesn’t have to go into the office.”

“I do have to talk to someone with a backhoe in my yard,” he said. “They’re pouring the patio forms next week. He wants to walk through lighting and the last of the layout before they lock it in.”

Ashley slid his mug toward him without comment, already filled the way he took it. He took it automatically, their fingers brushing briefly.

“What time is he coming?” she asked.

“Half an hour,” Ethan said, glancing at the clock.

Claire perked up. “We’re all coming out,” she said immediately. “I have opinions about ambiance.”

Jess snorted. “You have opinions about how many twinkle lights you can cram into one yard,” she said. “Not the same thing as ambiance.”

“Same general direction,” Claire said.

Ashley leaned an elbow on the island. “We’re talking about the actual lights today?” she asked. “Not just where the wires go?”

“Both,” Ethan said. “We need to confirm where the electrician’s stubbing power for the step lights, path lights, and the hot tub zone. And I told him we’d have decisions on fixture types and rough locations.”

She nodded, mouth tightening in the way it did when she filed information away. “And privacy?” she asked. “The trellis, the tall plants?”

“That too,” he said. “We need to decide where we want solid screening versus softer stuff.”

Jess rolled her eyes. “All I want is to not make eye contact with David’s upstairs bathroom window when I’m in the hot tub,” she said. “That’s my baseline.”

“I can work with that,” Ethan said.

He drank his coffee, feeling the caffeine slide in clean rather than as emergency fuel. Ashley moved around the kitchen with the same quiet competence she used at the office, putting things away, rinsing a dish, topping off Claire’s mug without making a thing of it.

He caught her arm lightly as she passed.

“You don’t have to hover inside all day today,” he said. “No phones. No front desk. Just…backyard.”

Her lips curved. “I was planning on it,” she said. “You’re not the only one who’s been staring at dirt through the window for weeks.”

The contractor’s truck pulled up right on time, parking at the curb behind Ethan’s. He was the same as always—faded jacket, work boots, rolled plans under one arm, tablet tucked under the other.

“Morning,” he called as Ethan opened the front door.

“Morning,” Ethan replied. “Come on through.”

They walked the narrow side yard to the back. As soon as they stepped onto the temporary concrete pad, the changes in the yard hit a little harder.

The raw, scooped-out rectangle of the pool had been shaped further. The walls were smoother, the bottom more defined—shallow end stepped, deep end dropping clean. Rebar latticed the form, metal bars crisscrossing in neat grids. Stubbed pipes poked up along the edges where future returns and skimmers would be.

Along the house side, low wooden forms marked the first lines of the patio. Stakes and boards traced the perimeter in long, shallow arcs, corners squared with string. Conduits stuck up like thin gray fingers near the future grill, the hot tub pad, and the steps.

Claire, Jess, Ashley, and Victoria were already outside, chairs abandoned near the door. Claire stood near the pool cut, hands on her hips, survey stance. Jess folded her arms across her chest, taking it in. Victoria had her notepad in hand. Ashley was closer to the house, one hand on the wall where the grill would go, eyes moving between it and the yard.

“Looks different every day,” Claire said.

“That’s sort of the idea,” the contractor replied. He nodded toward the pool. “Shell crew’ll be here next week. We want to have all your stubs and boxes in the right place before they shoot it.”

Ethan gestured toward the forms. “Let’s start with the patio,” he said. “Make sure we like where the concrete ends before we decide what we’re lighting.”

The contractor unrolled his plans on top of a plastic crate and weighted the edges with a couple of spare bricks. “We’ve got the main slab coming out from the house to here,” he said, pointing to the first line of boards. “Wraps around the pool on this side. Grass strip there.” He nodded toward the narrower band of dirt along the fence. “Hot tub pad there.” He motioned toward the squared-off form near the sauna door, now bumped a foot toward the fence as they’d decided before.

Ethan walked the rough edge of the form. He pictured the finished surface. The pavers they’d picked at Tom’s store laid over the slab, the coping around the pool, the grass beyond.

“We still good with this depth from the house?” he asked, looking back toward the sliding door. “Enough room for a dining table here, and some chairs, without crowding the path to the pool?”

Victoria stepped up beside him, measuring with her eye. “We’ve got twelve feet here,” she said. “Six for a table and chairs, a couple of feet each side to pull in and out. That leaves a clear band along the house for circulation.”

Jess nudged a small rock with her toe back off the form. “And what about the dog path?” she asked. “Because Macy is going to treat this like a racetrack.”

“We’ll run her around the perimeter a few times and see where the grooves end up,” Ethan said.

Ashley had moved to stand near the corner where the patio would turn toward the hot tub zone. She crouched, resting her forearms on her knees and peering along the line of the boards.

“This is where it steps down?” she asked, glancing back up at Ethan.

He joined her. “Yeah,” he said. “We’ll have a run of two broad steps down from the slab to the pool terrace. Forms will go in once we finalize exact widths.”

She traced the air with one hand along the imagined tread. “And the step lights go in the risers?” she asked.

“Right here,” the contractor said, tapping a short length of conduit sticking up inside the form. “We’ve stubbed out for low-voltage boxes in the first and second risers. Your electrician’ll pull wire once the concrete’s in.”

Ashley looked at the conduit, then at the path between the future steps and the pool edge. “What about the sides?” she asked. “We’re going to have chairs and people cutting across. Do we need anything along here so no one misses a step if they come at it sideways?”

Ethan followed her line of sight. The main run of step lights would hit the front face, but if someone approached from the hot tub side at night, they could wind up catching just the edge of a tread.

“We can add a small fixture on the side wall,” he said, half to the contractor, half to himself. “Tuck it low. Enough to wash the edge without throwing a lot of light.”

The contractor nodded. “Easy enough,” he said. “I’ll mark a box on the side of the form.”

Victoria wrote something down. “We’ll need to make a note in the plan set,” she said. “Additional side wall light at north step.”

Jess eyed the string grid. “As long as we’re not turning the yard into an interrogation room,” she said. “I don’t want lights in my eyes every time I sit down.”

“We’re going for ‘see where you’re going,’ not ‘stage production,’” Ethan said.

The contractor pulled out a folded lighting sheet. “We’ve got four path light locations along here,” he said, pointing to small circles on the plan along the outer edge of the patio. “Evenly spaced. Shine back toward the house, low-level. You still good with four?”

Claire leaned over the paper. “Can we do six?” she asked. “It’ll look prettier.”

“Six is going to start looking like an airport runway,” Jess said.

Ashley stood, dusted her hands lightly on her jeans, and looked from the drawn circles to the actual stretch of dirt.

“If we put one here,” she said, stepping to a spot halfway between the house and the pool curve, “and line the others off that, does that keep the edges lit without it feeling like too much?”

Ethan walked to where she stood. In his head, little cones of imaginary light sprang up at each point along the path.

He moved two paces down, stopped, then two more, stopping where the contractor had marked a circle on the plan.

“Three along this run,” he said. “One near the corner by the house, one just off the center, one near the grass. That gives us enough overlap. Anything more and it’ll be bright enough to read out here at midnight.”

“Some of us might want to read,” Claire said.

“Claire,” Jess said.

Ashley smiled. “You can bring a candle,” she said. “Or borrow one of the dog’s balls.”

Macy lifted her head at the word, hopeful.

Ethan caught Ashley’s eye. “Good instinct,” he said. “On the spacing. It’s easy to overdo lighting when you’re drawing circles on paper. You actually thought about what it’ll feel like when you’re standing here at night.”

She lifted a shoulder, but the small pleased flicker in her expression was obvious. “I don’t want to walk into a dark hole,” she said. “But I also don’t want to feel like I’m onstage every time I go get a drink.”

“Noted,” he said.

The contractor marked the revised positions on his plan with a thick pencil. “We’ll set the boxes based on these,” he said. “Once the fixtures come in, it’s plug and play.”

They moved along to the hot tub area.

The pad’s form was squared off against the fence and the house, rebar grid already tied in. Two stubbed conduits poked up—one for power, one for control lines. Another conduit sat closer to the wall where the grill would be, coiled and capped for now.

“We’re running a dedicated circuit for the tub here,” the contractor said. “Electrician’s got the panel side worked out. You still want the sconce by the sauna door and a downlight over the tub?”

“Yes,” Victoria said promptly.

Jess squinted toward the neighbor’s windows. “And something to make sure I’m not waving at David in a towel,” she added.

Ashley pointed to the short run of fence where they’d planned the taller privacy panel. “We’re still doing the trellis here, right?” she asked. “With the posts.”

“Footings are in,” the contractor said. “We’ve got the post locations staked. You figure out what you’re growing on it, we’ll make sure it doesn’t blow over in a nor’easter.”

Ashley looked at the posts, then at the angle from the neighbor’s second-floor. “If we keep the slats a little tighter toward the top,” she said, “we’ll knock the worst of the view without killing all the light.”

“That’s a good compromise,” Victoria said. “We don’t want to wall it in. Just soften the angles.”

Ethan nodded. “We can specify a tighter spacing on the upper third,” he said. “Open more below. Maybe stepping up closer to the tub.”

Jess eyed the house. “And lights on the trellis?” she asked.

“Low-voltage string lights,” Ashley said before Ethan could answer. “Nothing too heavy. Enough to make it feel like an actual space, not a fence.”

Claire clapped her hands once, delighted. “See?” she said. “She gets me. Vibes.”

“You’re not wrapping them around every square inch,” Ethan warned.

“Of course not,” Claire said. “Just most of them.”

Ashley turned toward him, tilting her head. “We talked about this already, remember?” she said. “At the store. Gray cushions, slate coping, soft lights. It’s all going to work.”

He remembered the sample board at Tom’s place, the way she’d picked the tile and stone that had ended up in the contractor’s email. Back then, it had been his mental picture.

Now, standing in the half-drawn yard, it was theirs.

“Let’s talk privacy along the back fence,” Victoria said, bringing the focus back. “We’re putting in the taller panels here.” She traced the rear property line. “What about between us and the old house?”

Ethan looked toward the shared fence. The neighbor’s yard sat slightly higher, the fence line catching the change in grade. Second-floor windows peered down.

“We’re already adding the trellis and some taller planting here by the tub,” he said. “We can stagger in a couple of evergreen columns along the back.”

“Nothing too dense,” Jess said. “I still want air back here. Just not eyeballs.”

Ashley shaded her eyes with one hand, imagining lines. “If we put the taller pieces here and here,” she said, pointing to two spots offset from the center, “we’ll break up the most direct sightlines without making a wall. Then fill the gaps with lower stuff.”

Claire nodded enthusiastically. “Strategic shrubbery,” she said.

Victoria scribbled a quick sketch. “We can work with that,” she said. “It gives us enough coverage where we need it.”

The contractor made a note. “We’ll leave the back edge of the patio here straight,” he said. “You can tuck planters along it after the pour.”

They moved once more, this time to the far side where the grass strip would run.

Wooden stakes traced a narrow band of future lawn between the pool and the fence. A hose bib stubbed out near the back corner, awaiting a spigot.

“This side’s simple,” the contractor said. “Sod. Hose. Dog.”

“Dog pit,” Jess said under her breath.

Ashley smiled. “At least she’ll have somewhere soft to flop that’s not the couch,” she said.

The contractor rolled his plans back up, tucking them under his arm. “If there’s anything else you want to add now’s the time,” he said. “We start tying more steel in tomorrow. Once the shell goes in, moving things gets harder.”

Ethan took one last long look around.

The yard was still unfinished. But the bones were there now in a way they hadn’t been two weeks ago. The lines he’d drawn on paper had become edges he could trip over, paths he could walk.

All of it had gone from idea to form.

“I think we’re good,” he said.

Victoria nodded. “We’ve hit the safety points and the fun points,” she said. “That’s all I care about.”

Jess lifted her mug toward the contractor. “Please don’t let anyone fall into the hole before you fill it with water,” she said.

“That’s on you,” he said. “I just make the hole.”

Claire waved him off, already turning toward the house. “We’ll barricade it with wine bottles,” she said.

Ashley shook her head. “We’re putting up the temporary fence,” she told Ethan. “Today. Before she gets any ideas.”

“We’re putting up the fence today,” he agreed.

Ethan stayed a minute longer on the slab, ozone of concrete dust faint in the air, and watched Ashley walk the line of the forms again, lips moving slightly as if she were narrating placement of things in her head.

She stopped at the spot where the future dining table would likely live and looked back at the house, then at the pool.

He could almost hear her thinking about where she’d sit, where she’d put her glass, how far she’d have to walk in the dark.

He liked that.

Later that afternoon, the kitchen table turned into an impromptu design studio.

Ethan spread the outdoor furniture catalog they’d brought home from the store across the wood surface, pages fanned open. A laptop sat nearby, open to the manufacturer’s site with fabric swatch options. A couple of loose tile and paver samples—leftover from their trip to Tom’s store—anchored the corners.

Claire perched on one side of the table, chin in her hand. Jess sat across from her, legs stretched out, an expression that said she’d been roped in and was reluctantly invested. Victoria stood at the end, notepad ready.

Ashley took the seat next to Ethan, the catalog half between them.

“So,” he said. “We’ve got the frame style picked.” He tapped the picture of the metal set she and Claire had liked. Clean lines, low arms, broad seats. “We just need to choose fabrics for the cushions.”

Claire immediately flipped to the page with the boldest option—an over-saturated teal. “This one,” she said. “Obviously.”

Jess reached over and flipped it back. “No,” she said. “We are not turning the patio into a theme park.”

Ashley laughed under her breath. “It would look like a hotel pool,” she said. “In Miami.”

“Miami’s fun,” Claire protested.

Victoria tapped her pen on the table edge. “We’re not in Miami,” she said. “We’re in a coastal town with gray water and fog half the year. Let’s not fight the climate.”

Ethan looked at the laptop. A grid of fabric swatches filled the screen—beige, gray, navy, a couple of muted patterns. The manufacturer had helpfully arranged them by “collections.”

He scrolled slowly.

“I don’t want everything the exact color of the patio,” he said. “Otherwise it’ll all blend together.”

“Or the exact color of the dog,” Jess added. “Otherwise Macy’s hair will just disappear into it and we’ll lose her.”

Ashley leaned forward, elbows on the table, studying the samples. “What about this one?” she asked, pointing to a swatch labeled Driftwood—a soft, warm gray. “For the main cushions.”

Ethan clicked it. The image on the site updated, showing the lounge seats and sofa in the fabric. It sat comfortably between the darker slate of the coping they’d chosen and the lighter paver.

“It’s not too cold,” Ashley said. “Some of these other grays look like office cubicles. This one’s…softer.”

Claire made a quiet appreciative noise. “I like that,” she admitted.

Jess eyed the screen. “It won’t show every speck of dirt,” she said. “Or every wet footprint.”

Victoria jotted the name down. “It ties into the house trim too,” she said. “And it won’t fight with whatever colors you all insist on bringing out here in towels.”

Ashley flipped a page in the catalog to a section showing accent pillows. “We don’t have to stop at one color,” she said. “We can do the main cushions in the gray, then add something else in smaller doses.”

“Like what?” Ethan asked.

“Not teal,” Jess said.

Ashley’s mouth tugged. “Not teal,” she agreed. She pointed at a smaller swatch, this one a deep, desaturated blue. “This one,” she said. “For some pillows. It’s almost the color of the tile we picked for the pool, just darker.”

Ethan glanced at the tile sample on the table and then back at the screen. She was right. The tone echoed the mosaics without matching them exactly.

“It picks up the ocean without smacking you in the face with it,” she said. “And if we throw in a couple with this lighter sand color—” she tapped another swatch, “—it’ll tie back to the pavers.”

Claire leaned closer. “So gray base, blue and sand pillows,” she summarized. “That actually sounds kind of perfect.”

Jess gave a small noncommittal noise. “It’s better than the tropical parrot thing Claire was eyeing,” she said.

“I like parrots,” Claire said.

“You like chaos,” Jess replied.

Ashley sat back a little, looking at the mockup on the screen where the cushions now showed in Driftwood with a few of the accent options scattered.

“It feels…balanced,” she said quietly.

Ethan watched her face as she took it in. Her eyes moved quickly, not just checking whether she liked the blue, but tracking how it played with the gray, how the whole composition sat against the representation of a neutral patio.

“You’ve been thinking about this,” he said.

She glanced at him. “Maybe,” she said. “We’ve been talking about the yard for weeks. I’ve had a lot of time to stare at catalogs at the office between calls.”

Victoria looked up from her notes. “You’ve been looking at these on your own?” she asked. Not accusatory, just surprised.

Ashley’s shoulders hitched a fraction. “Just…when things were slow,” she said. “Not changing anything. Just…imagining.”

“Good,” Victoria said. “I’d rather you imagine it before we spend money than after.”

Ashley blinked, thrown for a second by the blunt approval. Then she nodded. “I like when things feel…like they belong,” she said. “Not like they were all bought on different days in different moods.”

“That’s exactly what half my clients do,” Ethan said. “They buy whatever’s on sale that week and then call us when nothing fits.”

“How do you think we ended up with that plaid chair at the old house?” Jess said.

Claire shuddered. “Don’t speak of it,” she said. “It’ll follow us.”

Ashley smiled, then reached for the tile sample and laid it next to the laptop, her fingers aligning the edge with the base of the screen. She picked up the paver piece and set it alongside.

“See?” she said, half to herself. “Gray cushions between the paver and the coping. Blue pillows catching the tile. Sand picking up the warmer parts of the stone and the house. Nothing screaming for attention, but everything talking to each other.”

She glanced up, cheeks a little pink. “Sorry,” she said, suddenly self-conscious. “I’m…rambling.”

“You’re not,” Ethan said. “You’re doing exactly what I do when I line up materials for a client.”

Jess watched Ashley for a long second, then tipped her head. “You have a good eye,” she said. “For someone who claims she’s ‘just the secretary.’”

Ashley’s flush deepened. “I don’t claim that,” she said. “Other people…”

Her voice trailed off. Her eyes flicked between Ethan and Victoria.

Victoria set her pen down deliberately. “You’re not ‘just’ anything,” she said. “At the office or here. You’ve kept us from missing invoices, from double-booking meetings, from forgetting to eat. And if you’re also going to keep our backyard from looking like a mishmash, I’m not going to complain.”

Ethan could see it in the way Ashley’s shoulders loosened a notch, some small, unseen tension eased.

He nodded. “She’s right,” he said. “This pulls it all together better than what I would have picked.”

She looked at him, surprised. “Really?” she asked.

“Really,” he said. “If it’d just been me, I’d probably have picked the safest beige on the sheet and called it a day. This actually connects the house, the yard, and the pool. It feels like it belongs to all of it.”

Ashley’s eyes softened. “That’s what I wanted,” she said quietly. “For it to feel like…us. Not like something we rented for a summer.”

Claire leaned across the table and bumped her shoulder gently against Ashley’s. “Look at you,” she said. “Color queen.”

“Please don’t call me that,” Ashley said.

Jess smirked. “Too late,” she said.

Victoria wrote down the exact fabric codes. “I’ll send the order this afternoon,” she said. “Lead time is what, six weeks?”

“Four to six,” Ethan said. “If we’re lucky, they’ll get here right as the pool’s settling.”

Claire sighed dramatically. “So far away,” she said.

“We have a whole yard to finish between now and then,” Ashley said. “Fences, plants, that trellis you’re going to cover in fairy lights.”

“You say that like it’s a threat,” Claire said.

“It is,” Jess muttered.

Ethan leaned back in his chair, letting the moment stretch.

This was what he’d wanted without knowing he wanted it—everyone around the table, flipping through choices, making small decisions that would shape their daily life in this space. Each of them bringing their own angle.

The catalog and the laptop and the tile samples weren’t just objects. They were the connective tissue between the lines he’d drawn and the evenings they’d spend in the space.

“Okay,” he said at last. “Driftwood base. Deep blue and sand accents. String lights on the trellis. Step lights. Path lights. Trellis slats up top.”

“And sequins only on Claire’s bathing suit,” Jess added.

Claire raised her glass. “Compromise,” she said.

Ashley looked down at the screen one more time, then closed the laptop gently, as if sealing in the decision.

She turned her head and caught Ethan looking at her.

“What?” she asked, a little defensive.

“Nothing,” he said. “Just…you did good.”

Her mouth crooked. “You keep saying that,” she said quietly. “I’m going to start believing you.”

“Good,” he said. “Because I’m not planning on stopping.”

That evening, after the dishes were done and the catalog had been returned to the stack on the sideboard, Ethan found himself upstairs in his office with the lights off.

He stood at the bank of windows that faced the backyard, shoulder leaning lightly against the frame, hands in his pockets.

Below, the yard stretched out in its current half-state.

The pool cavity sat dark and empty, rebar glinting faintly where it caught the last of the light. The wooden forms traced the future patio in shallow lines. The hot tub pad and the grill wall marked their corners. Stakes and string outlined the grass strip. Conduit stubs and small, square box locations punctuated the forms where lights would eventually live.

It still looked like a job site—dirt, lumber, steel. But to him, it no longer read as a mess.

He could see, superimposed over the rawness, the finished version in clearer detail than ever.

The pavers Ashley had helped pick, warm against bare feet. The slate coping framing clear water. Soft gray cushions on low metal frames. Blue and sand pillows catching the colors of the tile and the house. Warm pools of light on the steps and along the path, trellis slats throwing patterned shadows. The glimmer of small bulbs strung overhead, just enough to make the space feel held.

Claire stretched on a lounge chair, talking with her hands. Jess in the shallow end, half submerged, drink on the edge. Victoria at the corner of the table, notebook abandoned, face softer in the low light. Ashley in one of the chairs she’d helped choose, knees tucked up, Macy flopped at her feet, everyone moving around her without hesitation.

He remembered the bare plot this had been when he started drawing it—a rectangle of grass and a fence. Then the plan, lines on paper. Then the stakes and the excavator, carving it out of the earth.

Now, choices layered on choices. Grill placement. Lights. Trellis. Fabrics.

All of them decided not by him alone, but together.

He thought of Ashley this afternoon, brow furrowed over the laptop, fingers moving swatches into place, saying quietly, I like when things feel like they belong.

He thought of the way she’d stood in the yard earlier, aligning herself with the future steps, imagining walking them in the dark.

He thought of the pleased, almost disbelieving look on her face when he’d told her she wasn’t “just” anything.

This yard wasn’t just his project anymore. It was a map of the life they were building.

He watched the last of the daylight flatten the colors into gray and then recede, the edges of the forms softening into shadow.

Behind him, he heard footsteps on the stairs. A second later, Ashley’s reflection appeared faintly in the glass beside his.

“You’re up here brooding,” she said, voice low.

“Contemplating,” he corrected. “Brooding is for when things go wrong.”

She stepped closer, stopping just behind his shoulder. “And this feels…right?” she asked.

He nodded. “It does,” he said.

She looked past him, out at the yard. “It’s starting to look like itself,” she said quietly.

“Like what?” he asked.

“Like…our place,” she said. “Not just a hole with equipment. Or a plan on your screen. I can see where I’m going to sit. Where I’m going to put my glass. Where I’m going to yell at Claire for stealing my towel.”

He smiled. “You’ve already mapped out your shady spot, haven’t you.”

“Maybe,” she said. “You’re not the only one who does mental layouts.”

He let his hand find hers at his side, fingers lacing.

“For years,” he said, “I’d finish a drawing and hand it off and that was it. Someone else built it. Someone else lived in it. I never got to stand at a window and watch it grow and know…I’d be the one standing in it later.”

“You do now,” she said.

He squeezed her fingers. “I do now,” he echoed.

She leaned her shoulder lightly into his. They stood like that a while, watching as the yard below slipped slowly from construction site into outline of home.

Little by little, it was becoming less a project to be completed and more a place to be lived in.

The difference, he realized, was everyone whose fingerprints were on it.


Chapter 15

By late afternoon, the house had settled into that loose, in-between lull.

The contractor’s truck had rumbled off an hour earlier. The yard was quiet again, pool shell cut and reinforced, patio forms staked, conduits capped and waiting. Inside, Claire had disappeared upstairs with a laundry basket and music on low in her room. Jess sat at the dining table with her laptop open, finishing something for work. Victoria had taken over the small office nook by the stairs, tablet propped at a comfortable angle. Ashley moved between the kitchen and the living room, straightening small things that didn’t really need straightening.

Ethan stood in front of the open refrigerator, looking at the shelves like they were a plan set.

He’d thought about making reservations somewhere in town, turning the contract approval into a night out. But the more he turned it over in his head, the more it felt wrong.

Cooking was what he did when something mattered. When he wanted to mark a line between before and after. Takeout and restaurants were fine for the middle. Tonight felt like a beginning.

He closed the fridge and reached for his keys on the counter.

“I’m going to the store,” he said over his shoulder. “Don’t eat anything.”

Jess didn’t look up from her screen. “Define ‘anything,’” she said.

“Anything that comes in a bag with more than two ingredients on the label,” he said.

Ashley glanced up from where she was tucking a throw back onto the couch. “Want company?” she asked.

He thought about it. Just him and Ashley in the car, running through aisles. Tempting. But he also pictured her here with the others, the three of them circling her with the same easy energy they’d shown in the yard.

“Stay,” he said. “Guard the house. I’ll be back before you have time to order a pizza in protest.”

Claire called down from upstairs, voice carrying easily. “Bring dessert!” she shouted. “And not the healthy kind.”

He smiled. “Noted.”

An hour later, the kitchen counters were full.

He’d gone a little overboard, even by his standards. Two whole chickens on the cutting board, spatchcocked and already rubbed down with olive oil and herbs. A tray of halved potatoes waiting for the roasting pan. A bowl of green beans, ends snapped, bright against the metal. A smaller bowl with cherry tomatoes and torn basil for a simple salad. Rolls rising under a light towel near the back of the stove.

He moved easily in the kitchen. Knife through skin and meat, arranging the birds flat in the pan. Potatoes tumbled around them. A quick wash of his hands at the sink, then back to the board for garlic and lemon.

Claire appeared first, drawn inevitably by the sight of food when nothing was yet on a plate.

“You weren’t kidding,” she said, stopping just inside the kitchen. “You made a feast.”

“It’s just dinner,” he said, sliding lemon slices under the chicken skin. “For six.”

“Seven,” she corrected. “Jess, Vic, Ashley, me, you, Colin, and Macy.”

He arched a brow. “Macy doesn’t count as a full portion,” he said.

“She does in my heart,” Claire said.

Jess wandered in, laptop under one arm, mug in the other. She set the mug down near the sink and surveyed the counter.

“You stress-cooked,” she said.

“I celebration-cooked,” he corrected.

“Same motions, different label,” she said, but there was no critique in it. She nodded toward the pan. “That smells like…food.”

“Strong endorsement,” he said.

Ashley came next, bare feet soft on the tile. She’d changed into leggings and a soft T-shirt, hair up in a knot again, a few strands loose around her face.

“You need help?” she asked, automatically reaching for the drawer with the utensils.

He handed her a stack of plates. “Set the table?” he asked. “We’re going to need it.”

She took them and moved toward the dining room, shoulders relaxed, movements unhurried. He watched her go for a second. The way she nudged Jess lightly with her hip as she passed, the way Jess shifted without complaint to give her room.

Victoria descended the stairs a moment later, tablet under one arm. She took in the scene in a quick sweep.

“You’re feeding an army,” she said.

“Office plus house,” he said. “Colin’s coming.”

“Good,” she said. “He should see we’re not complete maniacs outside of work.”

“Debatable,” Jess said.

Ashley reappeared in the doorway. “Table’s set,” she said. “Plates, forks, real napkins. I even found the good glasses.”

“We have good glasses?” Jess asked.

“We do now,” Ashley said.

Ethan slid the pan into the oven and set a timer. The chickens went in with a soft movement of air, heat already banked to the right temperature. He turned to the green beans, tossing them quickly with oil and salt before setting them aside.

Macy trotted in, nose angled toward the oven, then toward the counter where the rolls sat under their towel. She sat politely near the island, tail brushing the floor.

“Not yet,” he told her. “You get scraps, not your own plate.”

She thumped her tail once, unconvinced.

The doorbell rang.

“I’ll get it,” Ashley said, already moving.

Ethan wiped his hands on a towel and followed a second later, more out of instinct than necessity.

Colin stood on the porch with his backpack slung over one shoulder and a six-pack of something in his hand. He wore jeans and a button-down similar to the ones he wore at the office, sleeves rolled automatically. He looked simultaneously eager and a little unsure, like someone stepping into a space he’d only heard about.

“Hey,” Ethan said. “Come in.”

Colin hesitated just long enough to wipe his shoes on the mat, then stepped inside. His gaze flicked quickly over the entry, up the stairs, down the hall toward the kitchen.

“Wow,” he said softly, not sure yet what he was reacting to.

Ashley took the six-pack from him. “You didn’t have to bring anything,” she said.

“My mom would murder me if I showed up to dinner empty-handed,” he said. “Besides, this was an excuse to raid my roommate’s stash.”

“Beer redistribution,” Jess said, appearing at the end of the hall. “A noble cause.”

Colin smiled, tension easing a fraction. “Hi,” he said. “Jess, right?”

“That’s me,” she said. “You’ve met Claire.”

“Briefly,” he said.

Claire came around the corner then, wiping her hands on a dish towel she’d appropriated. “Officially now,” she said, sticking out her hand. “I’m the one who will eat half of whatever Ethan makes.”

“I’ll try to make enough,” Ethan said.

Victoria followed more slowly, giving Colin a small nod. “Good to see you outside of a blueprint,” she said.

“You too,” he replied. “Nice house,” he added, glancing around again. It sounded genuine, not automatically flattering.

“Thanks,” Ethan said. “Come on back. Kitchen’s this way. Backyard’s currently a mess.”

“That I believe,” Colin said.

Ashley led the way, swinging the beer onto the counter near the fridge.

“You want a tour later?” Claire asked him. “I can show you where we keep Ethan’s emergency chocolate.”

“Let him eat first,” Jess said. “Then you can drag him around.”

Ethan watched Colin take it all in—the open kitchen, the sightlines to the yard, the cluster of women who moved easily around each other here the way they did around the drafting table.

He felt a small, quiet desire to make sure Colin saw the whole picture: the life beyond the office. To see that this was what he was working toward too, even if his version looked different one day.

“What can I do?” Colin asked, glancing at the counter.

“Sit,” Ethan said. “Talk. You’ve done enough lines for me this week.”

Colin laughed. “Sitting I can do,” he said. He dropped his backpack near the wall and took one of the island stools.

Ashley pulled a glass from the cabinet and handed it to him, then set one in front of herself. “Water, beer, something else?” she asked.

“Water’s fine,” he said. “If I start drinking, I’m going to say something stupid about joist spacing.”

“We say stupid things about joist spacing all the time,” Ethan said.

“This is true,” Victoria said.

Ashley filled the glasses. Macy took that moment to edge closer to Colin, checking him as potential food source. He reached down and scratched behind her ears with the easy assurance of someone who’d grown up around animals.

“Hello,” he said. “You’re not on the payroll, are you?”

“Emotional support,” Claire said. “Compensation in table scraps.”

Ethan turned back to the oven as the timer tripped. He cracked the door, checked the skin—coloring nicely—then closed it and reset the timer.

He worked on autopilot for a while, finishing the salad, sliding the green beans into a smaller pan. Around him, the room settled into an easy hum.

Ashley moved between spaces, stealing a slice of tomato from the salad bowl and popping it into her mouth. Claire reached across the island and stole a potato wedge off the cutting board before it hit the pan. Jess commandeered the corkscrew and opened a bottle of wine, pouring for Claire and Victoria.

Every time Ethan reached for something, someone was there—Ashley handing him a spoon without him asking, Claire bumping his hip as she reached for the salt, Jess grabbing a pan from the drawer before he could bend down.

He should probably have been irritated at the interference. He wasn’t. It felt…good. Like cooking in a kitchen that had been lived in.

Colin watched the choreography with something like fascinated amusement.

“You all do this a lot?” he asked.

“This is a light night,” Jess said.

“You should see holidays,” Claire added.

Ashley twisted so she faced him. “We like excuses to eat,” she said. “And Ethan likes excuses to overcook.”

“Is this to celebrate the contract?” Colin asked.

“Among other things,” Ethan said.

Ashley bumped his arm lightly with the back of her hand. “It’s for the contract,” she said. “Let him have it.”

He conceded. “Fine,” he said. “It’s for the contract. And for not having to stare at the neighborhood plans for at least forty-eight hours.”

“And for the fact that the backyard no longer looks like a random dirt lot,” Claire said.

“And because I wanted to see if Ethan could make this much food without burning something,” Jess said.

Ethan slid the beans into the oven next to the chicken. “Your faith is touching,” he said.

“Learn to take a compliment,” she said.

They moved to the table when everything was done—chicken resting on the cutting board, potatoes crisped, beans bright and tender, salad tossed. Ashley carried plates. Jess ferried the salad bowl. Claire handled the rolls like a prize she’d won. Victoria brought the wine.

They sat with no assigned spots, the chairs filling naturally.

Ethan took one end of the table, more out of habit from serving than authority. Claire slid into the chair next to him, Jess beside her. Colin took the seat opposite Ethan. Ashley settled between him and Victoria on the other side, across from Jess. Macy sprawled under the table between Ethan and Ashley, close enough to catch anything that fell.

For a moment, there was a small, companionable silence as everyone looked at the spread.

“This is ridiculous,” Claire said happily. “I love it.”

“Eat,” Ethan said.

They did.

Talk came up around the food quickly.

Claire interrogated Colin about school—what studio he was in, what his professors were like, whether he’d built anything weird. Jess asked a few sharp, not-unfriendly questions about how he was balancing class and work. Colin handled it well, a little flustered but clearly pleased to be taken seriously.

“You actually like it?” he asked at one point, when Ethan mentioned his roof revision again. “It wasn’t just…busywork?”

“You think I’d put your name in the title block if it was busywork?” Ethan asked.

Colin shrugged, sheepish. “I just figured…you know. I’m the intern.”

“You’re the intern who kept his head when we had twenty-four hours to flip mailboxes and windows,” Victoria said. “That counts.”

Ashley watched Colin’s face as they spoke, a small satisfied look there, like she was glad to see him hearing the same kind of thing she’d needed to hear.

“So when the houses get built,” Claire said, “and people move in, can we drive through and point at them all and embarrass you?”

“Absolutely not,” Colin said immediately. Then his mouth curved. “Okay, maybe once.”

Ashley took a piece of chicken, then nudged the serving platter a little closer to Colin with her knuckles. “Get more,” she said. “Before Claire takes the good pieces.”

“Hey,” Claire protested. “All pieces are good pieces.”

Jess smirked. “Spoken like someone who has never cooked a chicken,” she said.

“It’s called trusting the chef,” Claire replied.

Ethan carved and passed, filling plates. Ashley topped off glasses with ease, catching Victoria’s before she had to ask, reading Jess’s small shake of the head when the bottle hovered near her.

Every few minutes, someone reached into his space—Ashley leaning past him to grab the salt, Claire bumping his arm with her elbow when she laughed, Jess flicking a crumb off his sleeve. Macy’s head found his knee whenever she thought he might be persuaded to drop something.

It could have felt crowded. It didn’t. It felt…full.

At the other end of the table, Ashley and Jess slipped into a dry, under-the-radar sort of banter about the merits of filling the pool with something other than water.

“Gelatin,” Jess said. “We’ll charge admission.”

“Ball pit,” Ashley countered. “Claire would drown in plastic.”

Claire made a face at them. “I am right here,” she said.

Victoria watched them, quiet but with a faint talked-out warmth in her eyes.

At one point, Ashley said something under her breath—Ethan didn’t catch the words, just the cadence—and Victoria actually laughed, hand coming up briefly to cover her mouth in a reflex she’d picked up from years in conference rooms.

Ashley’s lips curved into a small, private smile at that, quick and pleased.

Ethan saw it. So did Jess, if the small approval in her eyes was any indication.

After a while, conversation shifted naturally away from work. They talked about the upcoming opening of a small gallery downtown, about a movie Claire wanted to drag them all to, about a new coffee place Colin had tried near campus.

Claire launched into a story about a fiasco at the bank with a shredded deposit slip. Jess countered with one about an intern on her team who’d accidentally sent a cat meme to a client. Ashley told them about an elderly woman who’d come into the office with a hand-drawn floor plan for a quilting room and an envelope of cash.

“I explained we don’t usually take payment in twenties in an unmarked envelope,” Ashley said. “But she was very insistent that she didn’t want it ‘in the system.’”

“What did you do?” Colin asked, amused.

“I made a note,” Ashley said. “And told her you’d call her, Ethan.”

“Good,” he said. “I like quilting rooms.”

Claire pointed her fork at Colin. “This is your future,” she said. “Plan neighborhoods by day, design secret quilting lairs by night.”

He laughed. “Honestly? Could be worse,” he said.

They ate until even Claire pushed her plate back with a satisfied sound.

“This was perfect,” she announced. “I’m going to explode.”

“Please don’t,” Jess said. “The cleanup will be terrible.”

Ashley stacked her plate on top of her salad bowl, then reached for Ethan’s. “Sit,” she told him when he started to stand. “You cooked. We’ve got the dishes.”

He hesitated. “I can help,” he said automatically.

“We know,” she said. “And we appreciate it. But you’re going to sit on the couch like a person who just fed six other people and let yourself be taken care of for once.”

He looked at Victoria for confirmation. She nodded once, a small, decisive movement.

“Go,” she said. “We’ll manage. Colin, you’re conscripted. We need someone tall to reach the top shelf.”

He opened his mouth, then closed it, apparently deciding that arguing with Victoria about logistics wasn’t worth it. “Yes, ma’am,” he said.

Jess snorted. “She told you not to call her that,” she said.

“I’m still working on it,” Colin replied.

Ethan let himself be herded toward the living room.

He sank into one end of the couch, the cushions soft and familiar under him. Macy followed and flopped at his feet, head on his shoe again like earlier.

From the kitchen, he could see Ashley at the sink, sleeves pushed up, water running. Claire loaded the dishwasher with exaggerated care. Jess dried. Colin ferried plates. Victoria orchestrated from the center, making sure sharp knives didn’t disappear into the soapy water.

The voices were casual, overlapping, not strained.

It struck him, suddenly and with unexpected force, how different this felt from the dinners he’d made for himself in years past. Then, it had been about quieting his own thoughts, filling his own plate, maybe the occasional guest. Now, the act of cooking had become community.

He let his head rest briefly against the back of the couch, eyes drifting half-closed, just listening to the rise and fall in the other room.

A little while later, the kitchen noises shifted—water off, dishwasher door closing, muffled clink of glasses set to dry. The cluster of footsteps moved toward the living area.

“Plates are handled,” Ashley announced as she came in. “Your kingdom is secure.”

“Thank you,” he said.

Claire dropped into the couch next to him, legs immediately thrown over his lap like it was their default. Jess took the armchair angled toward them, curling one leg under her. Victoria sat at the other end of the couch, back against the arm, glass in hand.

Ashley hesitated for half a second, then took the remaining space without being prompted—on the couch, between Claire and Victoria, angled so she could see Jess across the coffee table and Ethan at the other end.

Macy adjusted accordingly, sprawling in the uneven space under Ashley’s legs and Jess’s chair.

Colin hovered near the archway, beer in hand, clearly unsure of whether he was supposed to stay or make his exit.

“Stick around for a bit,” Ethan said. “If you don’t have to be anywhere.”

Colin considered, then nodded and took the other chair, opposite Jess.

They put on a movie mostly for background. The opening credits rolled. No one paid too much attention.

Conversation continued in a looser, softer way now, cushioned by full stomachs and the familiarity of the room.

Claire draped an arm across Ashley’s shoulders at one point, head tipped toward her as she whispered some running commentary about the actors on screen. Ashley laughed, low and unselfconscious, tilting her head briefly against Claire’s.

Jess threw in a dry aside that made both of them snort. Ashley shot back with a quick remark of her own, sharp in a way she’d been too cautious to be at first. Jess’s answering smile was small but very real.

Victoria leaned over to say something to Ashley about the café owner’s storage drawers, and Ashley’s mouth curled into a knowing smirk. Whatever she replied made Victoria’s eyes crinkle in amusement.

Ethan watched all of it from his end of the couch, half in the circle and half outside enough to see its shape.

Colin sat across from them, soaking up the dynamic with open curiosity. At one point, he caught Ethan’s eye and gave him a faint, almost disbelieving grin, like he was watching a world he’d only half believed existed.

“Thanks for having me,” he said quietly during a lull. “This is…really nice.”

“Anytime,” Ethan said. “You’re part of this now, whether you like it or not.”

Colin looked around—at the women, at the half-finished drinks, at the dog—and nodded. “I like it,” he said.

Eventually, he checked his watch and stood, apologizing that he had an early class.

“You’re always welcome,” Claire said, giving him a quick, friendly hug that startled him into stillness for half a second before he returned it awkwardly.

“Just don’t expect this much food every time,” Jess added.

“Speak for yourself,” Claire said.

Ashley walked him to the door, exchanging a few quiet words in the hall. Ethan caught only the end.

“—and if you need help with your schedule, bring it in,” she was saying. “I’ll make Victoria let you take a long lunch instead of staying till midnight.”

Colin laughed. “Deal,” he said. “Night.”

The front door closed with a soft finality. Ashley came back into the living room and dropped into her spot on the couch again, this time tucking one leg up, body turned more toward the center.

The movie flickered across the screen, half ignored. The room’s energy shifted subtly now that the outsider—however welcome—was gone.

Ethan felt it in the way Claire’s hand skimmed absently along Ashley’s arm, more lingering. In the way Jess’s attention drifted more often from the screen to the curve of Ashley’s bare ankle where it rested against the cushion. In the way Victoria’s gaze slid sideways, softer, when Ashley laughed.

Ashley herself seemed to feel it too. She glanced around the room once, eyes touching each of them in turn—Claire, Jess, Victoria, then finally Ethan. Whatever she saw made her shoulders drop another notch, posture loosening further.

She looked like she’d always been there.

Not like someone invited in for the evening. Not like a new addition everyone was still adjusting around. Just…part of the furniture. Part of the pattern.

Claire said something outrageous about what they should name the pool. Jess groaned, threw a pillow at her, caught Ashley’s quick, conspiratorial look and rolled her eyes theatrically in response. Ashley tossed in a suggestion that was just as bad as Claire’s, and the two of them high-fived over their shared terrible taste.

Victoria muttered something about veto power and municipal naming conventions. Ashley leaned into her shoulder, teasing, and Victoria didn’t pull away.

Ethan sat back and let the scene soak in.

Ashley on the couch with Claire, trading comments with Jess, smiling privately at Victoria. Macy pressed contentedly against her shins. The house around them filled with the low murmur of voices and the easy rustle of people who knew where the blankets were and which cushions dipped a little in the middle.

He thought briefly of the version of his life that had consisted of late nights at a drafting table and microwave dinners eaten over a sink. Of the quiet apartment with its single couch and far-too-neat coffee table.

He couldn’t quite believe that this—this messy, layered, full room—was what he’d traded up to.

Ashley caught his gaze again, from across the casual sprawl of friends and partners and dog, and held it.

Her smile this time was small, sure, utterly unguarded.

You did this, it seemed to say. We did this.

He smiled back.

The movie played on, mostly ignored. The conversation drifted toward the usual late-night topics—who was doing what tomorrow, whether the weather would hold for the shell crew, if they had enough coffee in the house.

At some point, Claire’s feet slid further into his lap. Jess reclined more fully in her chair, hand dangling over the arm. Victoria’s eyes went a little heavy-lidded behind her glass. Ashley curled more on her side, head tipping toward Claire’s shoulder, her laughter softer now.

The night—this night—didn’t need anything else to be complete. No big declarations. No staged moment.

Ethan sat in the center of it and let himself feel all of it.

The contract signed and paid. The office steady. The backyard half-built but undeniably theirs. The women he loved arrayed around him in a tableau he couldn’t have drawn if he’d tried.

And Ashley, no longer hovering, no longer tentative, not measuring her words or her place.

Just…there.

Exactly where she was meant to be.


Chapter 16

By the end of the week, the backyard stopped looking like a project and started looking like a place.

The shell crew had come and gone, leaving behind a smooth, pale basin where the jagged hole used to be. The coping stones he and Ashley had chosen were in, framing the water in a clean, darker band. The pavers stretched out from the house in the broad patio he’d sketched months ago, their soft gray-beige tying the house and yard together exactly the way they’d hoped.

The grass strip along the fence was down, a neat, narrow run of green between the pool and the property line. The trellis posts stood where they’d planned, their slats stepped closer together near the top, softening the views in and out. Low fixtures dotted the path and the steps, their trim housings waiting for night.

The grill and counter hugged the back wall of the house, a short, straight line from the kitchen slider. The hot tub sat on its pad near the sauna door, squared into the corner with its own clean coping edge. The biggest change, though, was the water.

The pool was full.

It lay calm that afternoon, a wide, gleaming surface catching the flat sky above. Return jets along the walls sent up small, regular ripples. The shallow end near the house held the broad entry steps they’d detailed, the first tread wide enough to sit on. The deep end dropped away in a darker gradient.

Beside it, the hot tub hummed quietly as it cycled, surface broken now and then by a lazy bubble when one of the jets burped air.

Ethan stood barefoot on the patio, looking at all of it at once—the water, the furniture, the path to the door, the band of grass, the trellis. The sight hit him with a quiet, solid satisfaction he hadn’t felt at this scale in a long time.

It was all there. Not in his head, not on trace, not in a rendering. Under his feet.

He turned as the sliding door opened behind him.

Ashley stepped out first, hip nudging the screen open. She carried a stack of folded towels in her arms, the soft cotton stacked nearly to her chin. Her swimsuit—the black one-piece with the low back he’d seen in the store mirror—was mostly hidden under a loose, thin cover-up that hung to mid-thigh. Her hair was up, the knot higher and messier than her work version.

“Where do you want these?” she asked.

“Over there,” he said, nodding at the wide arm of one of the lounge chairs near the shallow end. “We’ll pretend we’re organized.”

She crossed the patio, bare feet silent on the stone. As she set the towels down, she glanced back toward the house.

Claire came out next, pushing the door wider with her shoulder, a tray balanced on her hands. She’d gone for the more dramatic of her two suits—the bright, barely-there bikini that made more of a statement than it did coverage—and a sheer wrap that did nothing to tone it down. Sunglasses were perched on top of her head, hair loose down her back.

“I come bearing drinks,” she announced. “And if anyone says no, I’m rethinking our relationship.”

Jess followed, one hip easing the door closed behind her. Her swimsuit was a simple dark two-piece, more functional than flashy, with a loose tank pulled on over it for now. She carried a bowl of chips in one hand and a smaller bowl of something Claire had insisted on calling “dip” in the other.

Victoria was last, sliding the door shut carefully. She wore a modest one-piece in a deep, solid color with a light, open-front cover-up over it. Her hair was back in a low twist, sunglasses already on. She had a book tucked under one arm, naturally.

Macy wove through their legs and out onto the patio, nails clicking briefly on the track before hitting stone. She stopped at the edge, nose lifting, whole body going alert at the sight and movement of the water.

“Stay,” Ethan said automatically.

Her ears flicked back toward his voice, but her attention was fixed on the pool. She padded forward a few steps until her paws reached the coping at the shallow end.

Jess made a sound somewhere between a groan and a warning. “She’s going to fall in,” she said. “I’m calling it now.”

“She’s just curious,” Claire said, setting the tray down on the low table between two chairs. “Let her meet her new best friend.”

“Her new best friend is a hole full of water she doesn’t understand,” Jess said. “This is going to end in wet dog all over the patio.”

Ashley straightened from the towel stack and tilted her head, watching Macy.

The dog inched closer, leaning her head out over the water, neck stretched. She sniffed, then backed up a half step, then leaned again, as if calibrating distance.

Ethan walked toward her, more out of habit than worry. “Hey,” he said, voice easy. “Don’t get cocky.”

Macy glanced at him and then back at the pool, tail moving in a slow, intrigued sweep.

“She’s going in,” Jess said under her breath.

Ethan reached the edge just as Macy shifted her weight forward again. Her front paw slid a fraction on the smooth coping. Her balance tipped.

He grabbed her collar out of pure reflex.

For a second, there was a ridiculous tableau—him braced half-over the water, one hand on her collar, her paws scrabbling briefly on the stone, hindquarters windmilling. Then she caught herself, claws finding grip, and backed up with a small, offended huff.

“See?” Claire said. “She’s fine.”

Jess pressed a hand to her chest. “My heart is not,” she said. “If she goes in, I’m not pulling her out.”

“Yes, you are,” Ashley said. “You’d be yelling the whole time, but you’d do it.”

Jess aimed a look at her, but there was no real heat in it. “No one asked you to be accurate,” she said.

Ethan straightened, released Macy’s collar, and rubbed her head. “Inspect from back here,” he said, guiding her a step away from the edge.

She shook once, as if to reset, then turned her attention to the grass strip instead, trotting off to sniff the new sod.

“You’re going to have paw prints on that in ten seconds,” Jess said.

“That’s why we got grass,” Ethan said. “It’s allowed to be used.”

Ashley watched Macy’s path, expression soft, then turned back to the pool.

“Water looks perfect,” she said.

He followed her gaze. The surface really did. No bubbles of air from the fill, no debris yet. Just a wide, quiet plane broken only near the returns.

“The pool guy will be back tomorrow to check the chemistry,” he said. “But it’s good enough for feet.”

“Feet, nothing,” Claire said. “I’m going in up to my dignity. Which is not very high.”

Jess snorted. “At least you’re self-aware,” she said.

Ethan moved back toward the grill, passing the lounge chairs and the low table. The furniture set Ashley had helped pick sat exactly where he’d drawn it—two loungers angled toward the deep end, a small sofa and two chairs grouped around the coffee table near the shallow end, the dining table tucked closer to the house.

He’d already set up the cooking zone earlier. The grill gleamed under the new hood, its side shelves clear. A platter of marinated skewers waited on the counter, covered. A bowl of tossed vegetables sat beside them, ready for the smaller grate. Tongs and a spatula lay within easy reach.

Ashley moved to the sliding door without being asked, slipped inside, and reappeared a minute later with another tray—plates, silverware, folded napkins. She carried it out with an ease that would have made the old grill placement look ridiculous now.

As she passed him, he brushed his knuckles lightly against her hip.

“How’s the traffic flow?” he asked.

She smiled without looking at him. “Feels like I know what I’m doing,” she said. “It’s like somebody put the grill where the girl who carries plates suggested.”

“Smart move,” he said.

“It was,” she agreed.

She set the tray on the dining table, straightened a glass that had shifted, and then shed her cover-up, draping it over the back of a chair.

He’d seen her in less than that small black suit, more than once. In the office. On his desk. But seeing her in it here, in daylight, in the middle of this space they’d all built together, did something different to him.

She looked relaxed. Not tugging at the straps, not crossing her arms. She just stood there for a second, toes pressing into the paver, shoulder angle easy, scanning the yard like she belonged in it.

Claire had already peeled out of her own wrap and was halfway to the pool by the time Ashley sat on the edge of one of the loungers.

“Wait for food,” Ethan called.

“I’ll come out,” Claire said. “Water’s not dinner.”

Jess rolled her eyes and sank into one of the chairs, lifting her sunglasses onto her head. “If you turn blue, I’m not listening to you complain,” she said.

Victoria claimed the end of the sofa, book set aside for now. She tucked one leg under the other, cover-up still on, and looked toward Ethan.

“Timer?” she asked.

He checked the grill’s built-in thermometer, then the platter of skewers. “We’re good,” he said. “This is the test. First use.”

He lit the burners, the igniter clicking once before the flames caught. Heat washed up in an even wave. He adjusted the knobs, let it preheat, then arranged the skewers in neat rows, the marinated meat and vegetables lining up like a color chart.

The short distance from kitchen to grill felt exactly right—no weaving around chairs, no long trek across the patio. He could see into the main room through the slider and also, with a slight turn, see the whole yard.

He flipped the first row of skewers, the surface of the meat changing color in clean bands.

From the pool edge, a splash sounded as Claire eased herself onto the first step and then dropped in with more enthusiasm than balance.

“Cold!” she yelped, then laughed.

Jess’s chair creaked as she tipped her head back to watch. “You did that to yourself,” she said.

Ashley swung her legs up onto the lounger, stretching them out and leaning back on her hands. The sun caught the lines of her shoulders and collarbones, picking out the contrast between the black fabric and her skin.

She looked over at Ethan. He felt the glance as much as saw it.

“Need help?” she asked.

“I’ve got it,” he said, turning another row. “You can supervise.”

“I’m supervising everyone else,” she said. “You seem under control.”

He cut his eyes at her. “For the moment,” he said.

Victoria picked up her glass and took a slow sip, gaze tracking from Ethan at the grill to the women scattered across the patio to the dark line of the water. Her mouth softened in a way he’d learned to read as contentment.

He turned the last of the skewers, added the vegetables to the side, and let the grill do its work.

From here, the yard’s layering made more sense than ever. The band of grass on the far side gave the pool a soft edge, a place for bare feet and dog paws. The trellis along the old-house side broke up the vertical plane, the slats casting faint stripes across the patio. The hot tub sat in its corner, water shivering gently under the filter’s quiet movement.

Claire climbed the steps out of the shallow end and padded, dripping, to one of the loungers. She flopped down next to Ashley, water shining on her skin.

Ashley made a small noise and pulled her knees up to avoid the splash.

“Cold?” she asked.

“Perfect,” Claire said. “Once you get over the whole ‘it’s literally water from the depths’ part.”

Jess shook her head. “We’re doing this at night,” she said. “When I can pretend I’m in a movie instead of an unfinished resort.”

“This is finished,” Claire objected. “Look at it. We have chairs. We have a grill. We have an actual hot tub that has actual bubbles.”

As if on cue, the hot tub timer kicked to a higher cycle, jets sending up a more determined swirl along one side.

Ashley glanced over at the corner. “We turning that on fully later?” she asked.

“Absolutely,” Claire said.

“After we eat,” Victoria added.

Ethan plated the skewers, sliding them onto a big serving platter. The grill had done its job; the meat was seared, the vegetables softened at the edges. He killed the burners, left the lid open a crack to cool, and carried the platter to the table.

Ashley rose as he approached, reaching automatically for the bowl of green beans and the salad.

“I’ll grab the rolls,” she said.

He watched her walk the short distance between grill and table, towel-wrapped basket in her hands, bare feet sure on the pavers.

“Everyone up,” he called. “Or I’m feeding Macy all of this.”

Macy’s ears perked. She trotted back from the grass and stationed herself strategically near the table.

Claire and Ashley took seats on one side, Claire still damp, Ashley crossing one ankle over the other under her chair. Jess and Victoria sat opposite. Ethan took the head of the table, facing the pool.

For the first time, the patio table was fully used—plates, glasses, a small vase with a sprig of something Claire had grabbed from the front yard, the serving dishes arrayed within easy reach.

He passed the platter. Claire made a pleased sound as she took the first skewer.

“This is the life,” she said. “Water, food, sun. And you.”

Jess arched a brow. “You going to start narrating your Instagram captions out loud now?” she asked.

Claire kicked her under the table.

Ashley filled her plate more modestly, but there was no hesitance in the way she reached for what she wanted. She took a skewer, a scoop of potatoes, a good handful of beans, and then passed the bowl without apology.

Victoria poured wine for the three of them who wanted it, water for Ethan and Ashley. They clinked glasses lightly.

“To the backyard,” Claire said.

“To the contract,” Jess added.

“To not living on fumes,” Victoria said.

Ashley lifted her glass last. “To…being here,” she said quietly.

They all looked at her. The words were simple, but the line they drew was clear.

Ethan met her eyes. “To being here,” he said.

They drank.

The food made quick work of any remaining tension in the air. Conversation flowed easily around the table.

Claire talked about how quickly word had spread at the bank that he was “the guy who’s doing that whole new subdivision.” Jess recounted an email from her boss congratulating her on “dating up” when he heard about the contract.

Victoria admitted, in a rare moment of candor, that she’d slept through her alarm that morning for the first time since they’d opened the office.

Ashley described the way Tom had pretended not to care when she told him about the approval…and then how she’d caught him clipping the little article from the local paper to stick on his bulletin board.

“He said you were always too good for those big city firms,” she said to Ethan. “And then pretended he hadn’t said it.”

“That sounds about right,” Ethan said.

Between bites, he let his gaze slide over the yard—over the water, the grass, the light on the trellis slats. Over the way each of them fit into the picture.

Claire sprawled sideways in her chair, one leg extended, making ridiculous predictions about which of their neighbors would try to crash a future pool party. Jess sat with her shoulders loose, fingers idly tracing the stem of her glass as she listened. Victoria’s body language was softer than he was used to seeing at the office, posture relaxed, book forgotten on the low table behind her. Ashley sat with her chair angled slightly toward both him and the pool.

If someone had handed him a rendering of this scene a year ago, he wouldn’t have recognized it as his.

He’d drawn the walls. The windows. The rooflines. The backyard outline.

He hadn’t drawn this.

“Hey,” Claire said suddenly, elbowing Ashley lightly. “Remember when we were standing in the store and you said you could see this?”

Ashley blinked. “See what?” she asked.

“This,” Claire said, gesturing with her fork—the table, the chairs, the pool. “Us. Out here. You called it.”

Ashley shrugged one shoulder, but her mouth curved. “It wasn’t exactly a stretch,” she said. “You’ve been talking about turning this place into a resort since the forms went in.”

“It wasn’t real until now,” Claire said. “Now it’s real.”

“It’s real,” Ashley agreed.

Ethan felt that land differently in him than the contract had. The project at the office had felt real when the wire hit. This felt real now, with chicken bones on plates and wet footprints on the pavers and sun on her shoulders.

They finished eating slowly, picking at the last potatoes, nibbling on rolls. Macy made lazy circuits under the table, benefitting from Claire’s soft heart and poor discipline, then flopped down again with a contented sigh.

When plates were mostly empty, Ashley started stacking them automatically.

“Leave it,” Ethan said. “We’ll get it later.”

“If we leave it out here, the seagulls will find us,” she said. “And then Jess will move out.”

“Accurate,” Jess said.

Ashley rose anyway, gathering plates, then carried them inside. Victoria stood to help, scooping up serving dishes. They disappeared toward the kitchen in a soft clink of dishes.

Claire leaned back in her chair, head tipped toward the sky. “I’m never going inside again,” she declared.

“You will when you need the bathroom,” Jess said.

“Don’t ruin my fantasy,” Claire said.

Ethan pushed his chair back and turned toward the hot tub. The surface still moved gently, steady ripples from the filter.

“Anybody getting in?” he asked.

“Yes,” Claire said immediately. “Now.”

Jess considered. “If I wait any longer, someone’s going to steal the good corner,” she said. “I’m going.”

She stood, stripping off her tank top and dropping it onto the back of her chair with a casualness that still had an edge of conscious display to it. She walked across the patio, following Claire.

Ashley came back out just as they reached the tub, her hands empty now.

“You’re coming, right?” Claire called, already untying the loose wrap she’d thrown back on after lunch.

Ashley hesitated for a beat, glancing down at herself, then at the water.

Ethan watched the flicker of old habit—of hanging back, of offering to tidy up instead—cross her face.

Then it passed.

“Yeah,” she said. “I am.”

She crossed to the hot tub, untied her hair, and let it fall down around her shoulders. The knot came undone easily, strands settling against her bare back. She stepped out of the cover-up and left it folded neatly on the chair arm, then eased herself down onto the tub’s edge.

Her legs slid into the water, calves disappearing. She made a face at the sudden contrast and then smiled, small and genuine, as the warmth wrapped up around her.

Victoria watched from the edge of the patio, then set her book aside again and slipped out of her own cover-up.

“If I sit here any longer, I’m going to just be the world’s most overdressed lifeguard,” she said.

Ethan moved closer, leaning a hip against one of the lounge chairs.

The hot tub wasn’t on full blast yet, just the lower cycle they’d left it on during dinner. The water around their legs shimmered, light catching on the gentle movement.

Claire slid all the way in and immediately moved to the far corner, claiming it. Jess found the opposite corner, settling in with a soft exhale. Victoria eased down along one side, shoulders barely covered, arms resting on the coping.

Ashley, for the moment, stayed perched on the edge, ankles swinging in the water, her hands braced lightly beside her hips.

From where he stood, Ethan could see all of them framed by the trellis and the line of the pool beyond. The path lights along the patio had clicked on automatically as the sun dipped, casting low pools of illumination along the edge of the stone. The step lights in the risers were faint but visible, washing the treads in a soft glow. The string lights along the trellis hadn’t come on yet, but he imagined them anyway.

The whole yard felt…contained. Not enclosed, exactly. The fence and trellis let in air and hints of the neighboring roofs—but held. Private enough that he could easily forget there were other houses within shouting distance.

Jess tipped her head back against the edge of the tub, eyes half-closed. Claire had pushed her sunglasses down and was using them as an excuse to stare without being caught. Victoria’s face was turned slightly toward the pool, expression unreadable but not closed.

Ashley slid her feet along the tub floor, testing, then inched herself a little deeper until the water lapped higher on her calves.

She glanced at Ethan and caught him watching.

“What?” she asked.

“Just…liking the view,” he said.

Her mouth curved. “It’s not bad,” she said.

“You did good,” he said quietly. “With all of this.”

Her eyes softened. “So did you,” she replied. “All of you.”

He walked to the hot tub controls and reached for the dial.

“You want the full thing?” he asked. “Jets and all?”

“Yes,” Claire said. “Obviously.”

He twisted the control. The low hum deepened, and jets along the walls kicked in, sending up streams of bubbles. The water shifted from gentle movement to a more assertive churn, wrapping around their legs and waists.

Ashley sucked in a small breath as the heat surged. She let out a soft laugh, hand brushing absently over the surface.

“Okay,” she said. “This is…really nice.”

He watched her sink a little lower, hands sliding from the coping to the water, eyes closing for a second as she let the warmth soak into tired muscles.

Jess opened one eye. “You look about ten seconds from falling asleep,” she said.

“I might,” Ashley said. “Just prop my head up.”

“Not it,” Jess said.

“I’ll do it,” Claire volunteered.

Ethan shook his head, smiling.

He stepped back up onto the patio, looking out over the water and the people in it, the furniture, the lines of light, the band of grass with a dog currently rolling in it.

This was exactly what he’d pictured when he’d drawn the first rough rectangle months ago. It was also more.

It was Claire’s ridiculous swimsuit and her insistence they toast everything. It was Jess’s dry commentary and the way she still ended up exactly where the heat was. It was Victoria’s controlled shoulders finally loosened over the edge of a tub. It was Ashley, legs in the water, hair down, body open, not hovering in a doorway or at the edge of a group, but in the middle of it.

It was the way the space worked, the short path from kitchen to grill, the clear run from door to pool, the loungers positioned where no one would trip over them in the dark. All the small decisions they’d made together now invisible in their rightness.

It was the ocean a few streets away, out of sight but not out of sense, the faint line of its horizon part of the backdrop without demanding attention.

He felt the satisfaction of a plan become a place settle deep and solid in his chest.

He’d used to work and sleep. He knew that now—not as a line he could say, but as a contrast he felt in his bones. Days used to be endless loops of drawings and emails and empty evenings.

Now, days ended like this.

Work done. Contract signed. Backyard built. Grill cooling. Women he loved spread out across the patio and in the water, voices low and overlapping, skin damp and warm.

The whole yard felt private, yes. It also felt warm in more than one way. The air, the water, the glow from the path lights and the house. The way fingers trailed along an arm as someone shifted. The way a laugh came out softer, more intimate, when it was just for the people here.

There was a charge under it all he recognized too well. The same energy that had led them to a gazebo at night, to a stretch of brush on a cruise island, to a hotel balcony in a city. It hummed here now, layered under the clink of glasses and the quiet sound of the hot tub jets.

He watched Claire slide closer to Ashley in the water, watched Jess’s gaze linger on the line of Ashley’s throat when she tipped her head back, watched Victoria’s hand rest for a moment on Ashley’s knee under the surface, casual but not unaware.

He knew, somewhere in the back of his mind, that he’d have to go inside in a bit—to grab more towels, to refill glasses, to make sure the slider wasn’t letting bugs in. When he came back out, he had the sense that something would have shifted again, in some small, important way.

For now, he let himself stand there for one more minute, taking it all in.

The pool. The hot tub. The grass. The trellis. The lights.

The women. The dog. The house behind him.

The life he’d drawn without knowing its full shape until he stepped into it.


Chapter 17

It was nearly midnight and Ethan was still awake. He sat in his home office in the same chair he had been in most of the evening, the leather under him warmed by his body. His elbows rested on the armrests, his shoulders slightly rounded, hands loose, not holding anything. The screen of his computer had gone dark long ago, so he stared at nothing in particular, eyes unfocused. His breathing had slowed after the chaos of the day, each inhale and exhale even. The room was silent. No television in the background, no phone buzzing, no faint music from anywhere else in the house. Just stillness pressing in on him.

He stayed there a moment longer, letting the absence of noise soak in, trying to let his mind follow and quiet down. All the earlier conversations, logistics, the small decisions and bigger questions that had piled up throughout the day, were still rotating in his head. He was trying to let each one drop away, one by one, until there was nothing left to hold on to and his body would finally admit it was tired.

“What are you doing up?”

A gentle voice came from the doorway behind him, cutting through his thoughts cleanly. He turned his head first, then pushed off the armrests with his hands and rotated the chair toward the sound. The casters rolled a few inches on the floor until he faced the open doorway.

Victoria stood there in the darkness of the hall, her body outlined just enough by the faint light from farther down. Her hair fell loose around her shoulders, the hem of whatever she wore brushing around mid-thigh, legs bare. She had one hand resting on the doorframe, fingers curved, the other dropped by her side. Her posture was relaxed, almost lazy, the way she only stood when she felt completely at home.

“Trying to get tired enough to fall asleep,” Ethan replied.

His voice came out low, steady. He didn’t raise it much; the house was quiet and he knew she would hear him without effort. While he spoke, he shifted his weight in the chair, straightening his spine just a bit, making space for her in his head and in the room.

Victoria let go of the frame and stepped inside. One bare foot in front of the other, she crossed the short distance between the door and his desk without rushing. Her gaze flicked once around the room, as if to check what he had been doing, though there was nothing on the desk but a closed laptop and a couple of scattered papers. When she reached the edge of the desk, she turned and leaned on it next to Ethan.

She put her ass on the very edge of the desk, close to where his knees were, her thighs angled downward. Her palms slid back on the surface, supporting her weight behind her. Her shoulders rolled back slightly from the support, chest opening toward him. Her knees were a little apart, not deliberately provocative, just comfortable.

Ethan reached out with his nearer hand almost automatically. His fingers found her upper arm, warm under his touch. He set his thumb on the outside of her arm and his other fingers on the inside, near the soft skin. Then he slowly ran his hand down. His fingertips followed the curve over her triceps, then along the side of her elbow, avoiding the point of the bone, and continued down toward her forearm. He pressed just enough to feel the firmness of her muscle and the give of her skin, not just grazing, not gripping. When he reached her wrist, he let his hand continue, fingertips brushing the back of her hand before he lifted his palm away and let his arm rest lightly on the armrest again.

“You and Ashley seem really close now,” Victoria said.

She didn’t look directly at him when she said it. Her eyes went somewhere past his shoulder as if she were replaying images in her mind. Her tone stayed gentle, just observing. Her feet shifted slightly on the floor, toes curling once and relaxing.

“Yeah, remember when it was just you two and I wasn’t sure if she would ever be compatible with me?” Ethan asked.

He turned more fully in his chair so his knees faced her. One hand came up again, not touching her this time, just gesturing a little as he spoke. His mouth pulled to the side in a faint, self-aware smile at the memory of his earlier uncertainty.

Victoria’s lips curved into a smile, more obvious than his. A small line appeared near the corner of her mouth. “It looks like you two get along very well.”

Her eyes shifted back to him as she finished the sentence, checking his reaction, watching the small changes in his face, the way his shoulders moved.

“It looks like we all get along. Ashley’s gotten close with Claire and Jess, too,” Ethan said.

He tilted his head slightly. As he listed the names, he tapped one finger lightly against his thigh, marking each person in his mind. His voice held a note of quiet satisfaction that he didn’t overplay.

Victoria turned her head away from him again and looked forward toward the distant window. Her gaze settled on nothing he could see from where he sat, but her attention clearly moved away from the room. Her focus shifted inward, and the slight movement of her throat showed she swallowed once while she thought. She didn’t speak immediately. Her lips pressed together for a moment, then relaxed before she finally broke the silence.

“Have you and her talked about the… you know what?”

Her eyes flicked back to him on the “you know what,” then away again, as if the direct question was still a little uncomfortable to say out loud. Her fingers flexed slightly on the desk edge, gripping and releasing once.

“It hasn’t come up again,” Ethan replied.

He drew in a short breath before answering, then let it out in time with the words. He didn’t look away from her, though; he kept his eyes on the side of her face, trying to read whether she wanted to push the topic further, or if she was just checking.

“You two should probably talk about it. Lay it out on the table and decide the best path forward,” Victoria said.

She shifted her weight on the desk as she spoke, sliding one hand a few inches closer to him, as if moving herself, physically, nearer to the center of the issue. Her tone stayed calm, but there was a firm undercurrent. She was not nagging, just stating something she believed needed to be done.

“What do you want?” Ethan asked.

He kept his voice level, but there was a definite edge of directness. His chest rose a bit more noticeably with his next breath. He turned his whole chair a couple more inches so his knees almost touched her thigh.

“What do I want with what?” Victoria replied.

Her head angled toward him. Her eyebrows lifted slightly, more out of clarification than surprise. She let the question hang, not filling in the gap for him.

“How would you feel if Ashley got pregnant and had a baby? This isn’t just me and Ashley. She is connected to you as much as she is to me,” Ethan said, more bluntly.

He moved forward as he spoke, shifting his hips to the front edge of the chair. His hands left the armrests at the same time, palms turning up briefly before settling on his own thighs. The words came out clearly, without hesitation, as if he had been circling them in his mind all night and finally forced them into the open.

Victoria’s gaze dropped for a second to his hands, then moved back up to his face. She thought for a moment. Her mouth relaxed into a neutral line, no immediate smile, no frown. Her chest rose and fell once in a slower breath as she weighed her reaction. Her eyes went back toward the window again as if she needed a moment not looking directly at him to answer honestly.

“I think I would be fine with it. As long as you’re happy, Ethan.”

Her answer came after that short pause, each word chosen carefully. She nodded once, a small, decisive movement, sealing what she had said. There was no dramatics in her tone, just quiet acceptance and a clear statement of where her priority sat.

“I just want you to be happy, too,” Ethan replied.

He leaned a little closer after he said it, closing some of the small space between their faces. One of his hands lifted from his thigh, hovering slightly as if he might reach for her again and then holding there. He could see a slight blush on Victoria’s cheeks in the darkness. Even with the limited light, the subtle change in color along her cheekbones and across the bridge of her nose stood out to him. Her eyes stayed on his, and that flush made something in his chest tighten.

She shifted her weight off her hands and leaned in toward him. Her knees moved a fraction, opening just enough to make room for his legs between them. She brought one hand up from the desk and set it lightly on the side of his neck, fingers spreading along the line of his skin, thumb resting just under his ear. Then she closed the remaining distance and kissed him.

Her lips met his in a slow press, not rushed. He let his eyes close at once, his mouth responding with equal pressure. The kiss lingered. She stayed there, her head tilted slightly to one side to fit their mouths together. Her thumb stroked once along his neck, a short motion. His hand that had been hovering moved, landing gently on her side, fingers feeling the curve of her waist through fabric.

When she finally pulled away, it was not abrupt. She broke the seal of their lips with a small backward movement of her head, then paused there, her hand still on his neck, their faces only a few inches apart. Her breath touched his face, warm and even. Neither of them spoke immediately. The silence that followed was different from the earlier quiet. This one felt held between them, charged but not tense.

Ethan moved forward again, not giving his mind time to overthink it. He tilted his head slightly in the opposite direction from before and went in for another kiss, this time deeper. As his lips met hers again, he parted them just enough to invite more. His tongue slid in to taste her, and she responded, opening to him, meeting him. His hand on her side traveled upward, fingers tracing the shape of her ribs, then over, until his palm rested over her upper back, just below her shoulder blades. He applied steady pressure, drawing her closer.

He lifted his other hand and brought it up to her head, fingers slipping into her brown hair. He threaded them through the strands, starting near the top of her head and sliding down toward the back. Her hair yielded and parted around his knuckles, some strands catching slightly between his fingers before gliding free. He gripped gently at the base of her skull, guiding her angle to him, deepening the kiss. Their mouths moved together, her lips soft, his tongue pressing against hers, pulling a small, involuntary sound from her throat.

Victoria’s body leaned into his as he held her like that, her chest lining up closer to his. Both of her knees now bracketed his, thighs touching the outsides of his legs. She let the hand on his neck move to his shoulder, fingers curling into the fabric there as she steadied herself and held him in return.

Then she pulled away with a grin. It unfolded across her face, the corners of her mouth lifting, her eyes bright even in the low light. She eased her head back first, then let her hand slide down from his shoulder, along his arm, until her fingertips brushed his wrist before she fully withdrew.

“We should get some sleep. It’s been a long day.”

Her tone shifted, lighter now, almost teasing around the edges. She straightened her spine again, lifting off his hand where it still hovered near her back. Her legs adjusted, knees coming together a little, signaling the end of that immediate intimacy without closing off from him emotionally.

“I’ll meet you in there,” Ethan said.

He sat back in his chair, letting his hands return to the armrests. His voice held a low note of reluctance, but he didn’t argue. He knew she was right, and he also knew the conversation they had just started was not one to finish when both of them were already worn out.

Victoria smiled as she looked at him, then turned her body to slide off the desk properly. She pushed herself forward with her hands, lifting her ass off the edge, and brought one foot back first, finding her balance, then the other. When both feet were under her again, she straightened fully. She let one palm trail briefly over the surface of the desk as she stepped away, the edge of her hand making a faint line through the slight disarray of papers, then left it.

She walked toward the doorway at an unhurried pace, not dragging her feet but not moving briskly either. When she reached the threshold, she put her hand on the frame again, just for a moment, fingers resting there as she glanced back over her shoulder. She held his eyes for that brief beat, her expression soft and certain. Then she let her hand drop and turned fully into the hall, her body disappearing from his view as she moved away.

He stayed seated, watching the empty doorway for a few seconds longer, listening to the silence close in again after the subtle disturbance of her presence. She was right. He needed to see where Ashley stood on the pregnancy topic. His thoughts circled back to that with a sharper focus now that he had spoken it aloud with Victoria.

It seemed like so long ago when Ashley had spoken to him privately about it at the Ski Resort. Back then, they really didn’t know each other. His view of her had been shaped more by assumptions and early impressions than by actual time spent together. She had been quieter with him then, reserved in certain ways, as if she were still deciding whether he was someone she could trust with that level of vulnerability.

But now things were entirely different. The entire dynamic had changed and improved with her around. She had found her place among the other girls, not forced, not awkward, but integrated, comfortable. The small frictions and uncertainties of early days had smoothed out into familiarity.

She had also found her place with him. He thought of how she looked at him now compared to that conversation at the resort. The way she reached for his hand without hesitation when they sat together. The way she did not hold back anymore when she wanted to touch him, kiss him, open herself to him. The weight of that earlier conversation about pregnancy sat differently now because the foundation under it had changed.

He let his head tip back against the chair for a moment, eyes closing briefly as he mapped out the upcoming talk in his mind. No more vague allusions or half-finished sentences. He would ask her straight, the way he had asked Victoria. He owed her that, and he owed it to himself, and to everyone tied up in this with them.

After another slow breath, he opened his eyes again, pushed his feet against the floor, and turned the chair back toward the desk. He reached out and tapped the laptop once, more from habit than need, then closed it firmly. He rose from the chair, the seat cushion lifting with his weight and then settling. He ran one hand over the front of his shirt, flattening a small wrinkle, and then headed out of the office toward the bedroom where Victoria waited, carrying with him both the comfort of her answer and the weight of the conversation he still needed to have with Ashley.


Chapter 18

Ethan leaned his hips into the edge of the kitchen counter, the laminate pressing a straight line into his skin through the waistband of his sweats. His bare feet were flat on the floor, toes spread a little for balance. He kept his left hand braced on the counter beside him, fingers splayed, while his right hand wrapped loosely around a warm mug. The coffee inside was still hot enough that the heat radiated up into his palm and fingers, a steady reminder to not lift it too fast.

He raised the cup toward his mouth, pausing halfway to breathe in the steam, then took a small sip, enough to wet his lips and the tip of his tongue before he swallowed. The bitterness scraped against the back of his throat. His eyelids dipped halfway on instinct, his face tightening slightly with the taste and the dull pressure of his headache.

He glanced at the ceiling, toward where the bedroom was, picturing the girls in the bed he had left behind. The impression of their bodies was still in his muscles: the weight of them pressed against his sides, the warmth of their legs and arms thrown over him in the dark. When he had finally climbed out from between them earlier, he had done it in tiny stages, lifting an arm here, easing a leg there, trying to slide away without jostling anyone awake. He could still feel the slight drag on his skin where Jess’s hand had been resting on his stomach, and the heat where Ashley’s thigh had been tangled over his.

He wished he had just stayed there. He wanted to be back under the duvet with their bodies crowding him, their skin on his. But lying there earlier, his eyes had stared at nothing, trying to sink into sleep that would not come. The more he tried to relax, the more alert he felt.

By the time he had drifted off, it had been late enough that he had counted the hours he would get on one hand and not liked the result. Now his skull felt too small, as if someone had pressed their palms to both sides of his head and held them there all night. His neck was stiff, his shoulders faintly sore.

He took another swallow of coffee and shifted his weight, pushing one heel back a half step to steady himself.

The low early light angled in through the tall windows in front of him. It came in hard, long rectangles that slid across the floor and climbed partway up the opposite wall. He watched tiny dust motes move through the shafts of it, more out of habit than interest. He remembered deciding exactly where those windows would go standing in the framed-out structure with a contractor while he held a printout and pointed to lines and measurements. He had calculated sunrise angles and seasonal shifts, wanting the light to hit like this at this time of day. Now, it did. A box checked on a list he had made for himself.

He had to go into the office, headache or not. At least, that was what he had decided when the alarm had gone off and he had pulled himself out of bed.

Behind him, bare feet walked across the floor, the soft scrape of skin shifting weight. He heard the fridge door open and close, a cabinet move, then the coffee maker burble harder for a second as someone topped off the carafe.

“Good morning,” Jess said, her voice rough from sleep, words lagging just slightly behind the breath that carried them.

Ethan turned his head toward her. She had one hand braced on the counter by the machine, her shoulders still rounded with sleep, hair messy and falling around her face. The T-shirt she wore was wrinkled, hanging loose over her torso, the hem hitting the tops of her thighs.

“Good morning. Going to work today?” Ethan asked. His voice came out steady enough, but he heard the thinness in it himself.

“Unfortunately, yes. Good news is that I have something to look forward to when I get home.” Jess’s gaze shifted past him, past the windows, focusing somewhere farther out that he could not see from this angle.

She was looking out toward the backyard pool. He knew exactly what she was thinking about, because the same image flickered across his mind.

“I, unfortunately, have to go to work too,” Ethan said. He straightened up from the counter a bit, then set his mug back down, the ceramic tapping softly against the surface.

Jess’s mouth curved. “Isn’t it funny how you used to work from home every day, but quit that firm so you could drive to work every day?”

He let the corner of his mouth pull up, not a full smile, but enough. “It’s really not that funny,” he said, a small smirk breaking through. “I was hoping to have some more free time, but it seems I’ve just gotten busier.”

Jess poured herself a cup of coffee, tilting the carafe slowly, watching the stream hit the inside edge of the mug. “Well, why don’t you take the day off?” she said, not looking at him until the cup was mostly full.

“The day off?” Ethan repeated. The phrase felt foreign in his mouth, as if it belonged to someone else’s schedule.

“Yeah, it’s this weird thing that people with lots of flexibility can do when they own their own company, employ their own staff, and have enough money to skip at least one day where they just stay home and rest.” Jess’s grin sharpened a bit as she turned toward him with the cup in her hand, fingers wrapped around it, nails pale against the ceramic.

He let that settle in his head. Take the day off. He ran through the mental list of tasks and appointments. Colin could handle the client calls. The big contract was already signed. The backyard project was done. He had spent weeks buried in details: reading line after line in documents, arguing over points on calls, walking the yard with crews, checking measurements on tile and coping, approving invoices, moving money. For the first time in a while, there was not an immediate crisis or deadline demanding his presence.

The idea of just not going in, of not driving anywhere, of staying in the house and doing nothing that had a due date attached to it, opened up like a blank space in his head. It felt uncomfortable at first, like he was missing something, but as he examined it, the discomfort softened into the beginning of relief.

“I’m going to text Colin,” Ethan said, the decision solidifying even as he spoke.

“That’s the spirit,” Jess said. She lifted her mug, took a sip, and exhaled a small stream of air afterward, adjusting the mug in her hand so the handle sat more centered between her fingers.

Ethan pushed himself upright fully, reached into the pocket of his pants, and pulled out his phone. The screen lit up when his thumb pressed the side button. He unlocked it with a quick press of his thumb on the sensor, then tapped into his messages.

Footsteps approached from the direction of the hall. Ashley walked into the kitchen, one hand dragging lightly along the counter edge as she passed it. Her hair was loose, falling around her shoulders. The strap of her tank top had slipped halfway down one arm, the fabric bunched slightly over one breast, and her shorts were pulled on haphazardly, sitting a bit twisted at the waistband. Sleep was still in her eyes, her lids heavy.

“Ethan’s going to take a day off,” Jess said, tipping her chin toward him as she spoke to Ashley.

Ashley snorted once, a short sound. “Ethan’s going to take a break? Unheard of,” she said, the sarcasm obvious, but her mouth soft with it.

Ethan’s thumbs moved over the phone screen, the slight vibration under his fingertips as each letter registered. He typed out a quick message to Colin: letting him know he was not coming in today, that everything important was in the shared drive, that Colin should call if anything urgent came up. He knew Colin would handle it. Colin had been taking on more and more, stepping into spaces Ethan had once refused to vacate. Each time, the office had not collapsed. Work still got done. Clients were still happy.

He read the message over once, correcting a typo with a tap and a backspace, then hit send. The little sending icon flicked, and the message slid up the conversation thread.

He slipped the phone back into his pocket, the weight settling against his thigh. “Oh, hey, Ashley?” he said, turning his head fully toward her.

“Yeah? What’s up?” Ashley asked. She shifted her hip into the counter, leaning back against it, propping herself up with her hands pressed on the edge behind her. Her fingers curled around the lip, knuckles pale from the slight pressure.

“Can I talk to you about something?” Ethan asked. He held her gaze for a second, letting her see that he was not asking about something small.

“Sure,” Ashley replied. Her eyebrows lifted a little, her expression shifting into open curiosity. She straightened off the counter slightly, weight moving to the balls of her feet.

Ethan pushed off from the counter himself. “Let’s go up to my office,” he said, not needing to explain why the kitchen was not the place for this.

He walked out of the kitchen toward the stairs, hearing Ashley’s lighter steps fall in behind his. On the staircase, he kept one hand on the railing, feeling each rise and fall under his palm as he went up. He did not go fast. His body was still waking up, and he gave Ashley time to follow at a comfortable pace.

At the top of the stairs, he turned down the hall to his office. He reached out, wrapped his fingers around the door handle, and turned it. The latch clicked softly, and the door swung open under the push of his hand.

He stepped inside first and moved toward the couch along the far wall. His shoulders dropped a fraction as he entered, an unconscious release of tension at being in a space that was unequivocally his. He turned and lowered himself onto the couch, planting himself near one end but leaving enough room beside him for her. He spread his knees slightly, forearms resting on his thighs for a moment as he settled.

Ashley came in behind him and closed the door with a backward push of her hand, the knob turning under her palm. She crossed the room and sat down beside him, close enough that their thighs brushed. She tucked one leg under the other, shifting so she faced him more directly, then let her hands rest on her own lap, fingers loosely interlaced.

“What’s up, Ethan?” Ashley asked. Her voice was steady, a faint line of concern in it, though nothing sharp yet.

“I wanted to ask you about something we talked about a while ago,” Ethan replied. He lifted one hand from his knee and gestured slightly between them, as if drawing a line to the memory.

Ashley’s face shifted in an almost visible click. The slight furrow in her brow eased and changed into something more knowing. Her mouth pressed together and then relaxed. She knew where this was going.

“When we were at the ski resort, you said you wanted to have a child. With me,” Ethan said. He let each part of that land, not rushing. “We haven’t talked about it since. Now that we’re closer. Much closer. I wanted to know where you stand with that.”

As he said the last part, a knot of nervousness tightened low in his stomach, like someone had reached in and twisted. He felt it in the way his next breath caught a bit higher in his chest. His right hand flexed against his thigh, fingers pressing into the fabric of his pants.

Ashley’s eyes flicked away for a second, then back to his. She inhaled, held it, then let it go. She started to speak.

They talked about it, the conversation stretching out and looping back as they worked through it step by step. Ashley told him she had gone over it in her head more times than she could count since that night at the resort. She described lying awake sometimes, imagining a baby in her arms, then imagining what that would do to everything else in her life, in theirs. She said she loved the idea of a child with him, that the thought still did something to her, but that when she measured it against what she wanted for herself right now, the scales tipped.

She explained that she had been looking at program descriptions online in quiet moments, comparing certification paths, reading about degrees. Some nights she would sit on the couch with her laptop open, scrolling course lists, half distracted, then focusing in when something caught her. She talked about wanting to study something solid and specific, something that could become her own career, her own structure outside of the house.

Her words were not rushed. She took care with them, pausing sometimes to search for the exact way to say what she meant. She told him she did not want to bring a baby into their world while she still felt that so much of her own identity was in motion, unformed. The thought of being pregnant now, of nursing, of getting up at all hours, layered on top of the changes they had only just settled into with each other, felt like too much.

Ethan listened, his body still, head angled toward her. When she hesitated, he did not jump in. When she looked at him for a reaction mid-sentence, he kept his face steady, letting her know silently that she could keep going. He felt a mix of things: a faint sting of disappointment that flared in his chest and then was muted by the clarity of her reasoning, a growing respect for the way she was choosing to articulate what she wanted rather than swallowing it.

When she finished laying it out, she added, more quietly, that she was not saying never. Just not yet. She wanted them to stay what they were now for a while longer. To have that space. To let herself grow in the direction she was starting to point herself before they asked for something as big and permanent as a child.

He nodded slowly. He told her he heard her, that he understood, that he appreciated her taking the time to think it through instead of letting the idea carry them away. He said he wanted her to have the chance to go after a certification or a degree if that was what she was drawn to, and that he would support that. He meant it. He said they could look at options together if she wanted, or she could do it on her own and bring him in later. He would help with logistics, with money, with whatever she needed, but it would be her choice how much he was involved.

As they talked, the edge of his own anxiety eased. The tight band that had wrapped around his ribs at the start of the conversation loosened. The image in his head of a baby, which had been half-formed and more feeling than clear picture, shifted from something urgent and looming to something further down the road, no longer crowding the present.

At some point, her hand moved, her fingers brushing the back of his. He turned his palm up, and she slid her hand into his. He curled his fingers around hers, their hands fitting together easily. The contact grounded both of them.

When the conversation finally ebbed, the important parts said and understood, he shifted closer on the couch. He lifted his free hand and set it lightly at her waist, his thumb resting just above the waistband of her shorts. She leaned in toward him in response, closing the small gap between their bodies.

He pulled her into a hug, wrapping his arm fully around her, drawing her torso tight against his. Her chest pressed against his, her weight settling partly across his lap as she turned her body. She slid her arms around his neck, holding on, her fingers threading into the hair at the back of his head.

They stayed like that for several long breaths, bodies pressed together, neither of them saying anything more. The warmth of her against him, the steady rise and fall of her breathing, the solid feel of her weight in his arms, cemented the understanding they had just reached.

After a while, he eased back just enough to see her face. He kept one arm around her, his hand spread across the small of her back, keeping her close. She tilted her chin up, eyes meeting his.

He leaned in and kissed her. His mouth met hers, lips parting. The kiss was unhurried but definite, their lips pressing together and then sliding slightly. She responded immediately, her mouth moving with his, her hand tightening a fraction in his hair, pulling him closer. He angled his head, deepening the kiss, his tongue pushing past her lips to meet hers. She welcomed him in, her tongue meeting his, the contact slick and familiar.

Her body pressed more firmly against him, her breasts flattening against his chest through the thin layers of fabric they wore. He felt the line of her hip against his thigh, the shift of her weight as she adjusted to straddle his leg more. His hand at her back slipped under the edge of her shirt, his fingers finding bare skin, the warmth of it under his touch anchoring him further in the moment.

He kissed her until the tension in both of them had bled out into the contact, leaving behind something calmer and more settled. When they finally broke apart, their faces were still close, noses almost touching, breaths mingling. He stroked her back once, slow and firm, then held her there, content with the solid, uncomplicated closeness they had managed to keep, even after shifting the shape of one of their biggest possible futures.


Chapter 19

Ethan was stretched out along the length of the couch, his back flat against the cushions, one arm tucked under his head, the other resting limply on his stomach. The quiet of the front room settled around him like a heavy blanket. The television was off, his phone was face down on the coffee table, and a strip of light from the front window cut across the floor and the side of the couch.

Jess had left earlier, the soft thud of the front door and the distant sound of her car pulling away marking the end of the morning shuffle. A little after that, Victoria and Ashley had gone too, passing through the front room on their way out, dressed for work and in a light conversation that Ethan barely tracked. They had shared a car to the office, the click of keys and the squeak of the doorknob snapping closed behind them. After they were gone, the house felt still in a way it almost never did.

His phone had vibrated once. Ethan had picked it up, saw Colin’s single Thumbs Up emoji, and let out a slow exhale he hadn’t realized he was holding. The tiny symbol on the screen was enough; Colin could handle the day without him. No emergencies. No meetings he had to drag himself to. No calls he had to field. He had set the phone back down, screen dark again, and let his body sink deeper into the couch.

“You staying home today?” a voice called out.

The sound came from the stairs behind the couch, and Ethan turned his head toward it. Claire was standing there a few steps up, one hand on the railing, the other braced casually against the wall. She was smiling, a small grin that pushed up one side of her mouth. She looked loose in the shoulders, not in a hurry, comfortable in a way that fit the quiet of the room.

“Yeah,” Ethan said, shifting his head a little more so he could see her clearly. “But aren’t you supposed to be at work?”

“I quit, remember?” Claire said. She came down a couple more steps, each foot landing without rush, like she had nowhere she needed to be. Her posture matched the line she always used about being retired, relaxed in a way people got only when they were done caring about schedules.

Ethan rubbed his palm across his stomach and blinked a few times. “Sorry, I forgot that was happening,” he said. “I’ve been so caught up with work and the backyard. Now that it’s all finished, I think the weight of it is crashing down on me. But, I’m glad you’re here.”

Claire stepped off the last stair and walked into the room. She didn’t say anything right away, just crossed the small space between the stairs and the couch, then turned and lowered herself down beside his legs. The cushion dipped under her weight. She caught his calves with her hands, lifting them just enough to settle them across her lap, arranging his ankles so they rested comfortably on her thighs.

“You know what would do you some good?” she asked, resting one hand lightly over his shin. “The warm water of the hot tub.”

Ethan let his head roll toward her, eyes tracing over her face, then down to where her fingers were idly resting on his leg. “Right now?” he asked.

“Yeah.” Claire’s mouth curved a little more. “We haven’t had alone time in the hot tub since Jess and I moved in.”

That thought cut through the haze of laziness. Ethan pushed his upper body up with his elbows, then swung his legs off her lap. He sat up fully, shoulders coming forward, looking at her with a grin that came easily. “I’ll go get my trunks on,” he said.

He stood, feet finding the floor, and straightened. As he crossed the room, he glanced back and saw Claire watching him with an amused look, like she already knew exactly how this was going to play out. He stepped into the hall, then up the stairs, fingers trailing briefly along the railing as he went.

Upstairs, he went into the bedroom, opened the top drawer of his dresser, and dug past rolled socks and folded shirts until his fingers closed around the familiar fabric of his swim trunks. He pulled them out, stripped out of his clothes in a quick series of movements, dropping his shirt on the chair and kicking his pants to the side. He stepped into the trunks, yanked them up over his hips, adjusted the waistband so it sat comfortably, then took a second to tuck his phone into a safe spot on the dresser, out of the way.

On the way back down, he grabbed a towel from the small stack in the hallway closet, slinging it over his shoulder. As he descended the stairs, he slowed slightly, eyes drifting toward the front room.

Claire was there, but changed. She stood near the sliding door that led to the backyard, already in one of her tiny bikinis. The top was held up by narrow straps stretched across her shoulders and behind her back. The bottoms were low enough on her hips that the lines of fabric looked like they were barely clinging to place. Every time he saw her in something like that, it struck him again how those straps always looked like they were hanging on for dear life.

His gaze tracked the curve of her waist, the bare length of her stomach, the soft roundness of her breasts pushing against the thin triangles of fabric. His cock twitched inside his trunks without any effort on his part.

He walked over, the towel still on his shoulder, and Claire slid the door open. Warm outside air touched his skin as they both stepped out together onto the patio. Sunlight pressed against his face and chest, a solid weight on his skin. The surface under his feet was firm and steady as they moved toward the hot tub.

Ethan went around to the side control panel and reached down with one hand. He turned the jets on, fingers pressing and turning through the familiar sequence. A moment later, the calm surface of the water inside the hot tub broke into bubbling motion, small waves rolling from the jets.

He tossed his towel over a nearby chair, then put one hand on the lip of the tub. Claire stepped up beside him, fingers lightly catching the edge as well. Ethan lifted one leg, guiding his foot into the water, then the other, feeling the immediate wrap of heat around his calves. He sat down slowly on the underwater bench, lowering his body inch by inch until the water rose to his chest. The warmth sank into the muscles of his back and shoulders, and he felt them begin to uncoil.

Claire eased herself in after him, one foot, then the other, her body dipping lower as she found the submerged seat across from him. She sat with her back against the inner wall, facing him. The waterline rose to just below her breasts, and he could see the faint outline of her bikini top under the shifting surface. A blush crept across her cheeks as she looked at him, her expression relaxed but with an energy underneath it.

“Well, this takes me back,” Ethan said, letting his arms spread along the edge behind him.

“Yeah, remember when you showed me your Jacuzzi for the first time?” Claire asked. Her eyes flicked around the backyard for a second, then returned to him, like she was laying that memory over the new space.

Ethan lifted both hands from the water, ran his wet fingers back through his hair, pushing it away from his forehead, droplets sliding down his neck. “That was when the entire dynamic changed, didn’t it?” he said. “After that day, there was no turning back. Everything in my life changed for the better. I wouldn’t be sitting here with you in this new backyard of our new home if it weren’t for you, Jess, Victoria, and now Ashley.”

Claire held his gaze without answering immediately. The noise of the jets filled the pause. She just looked at him, steady, and all the words he had just said seemed to sit there between them, landing. Her expression settled into something uncomplicated and warm, like she was quietly accepting everything he had just laid out.

After a moment of that, she tilted her head. “Has anyone gone skinny dipping in here?” she asked.

Ethan felt the smile pull at his mouth as soon as the question left hers. “I don’t think so,” he said.

Claire’s eyes stayed on his while her hands slipped below the surface. Her shoulders moved slightly as she reached down, fingers working under the waistband of her bikini bottoms. He couldn’t see exactly what she was doing under the water, but he could picture it clearly, the way her thumbs would hook the fabric and begin to drag it down her hips.

Her shoulders dipped a bit more as she lifted herself just enough from the seat to give her hands room. Then her body settled down again. A moment later, her hands came back up above the bubbling surface, and she was holding the small, wet bikini bottoms pinched between two fingers. The fabric was darkened with water and bunched in her grip.

“Your turn,” she said.

Ethan’s cock pushed harder against the inside of his trunks. He slid his hands down his stomach, fingers slipping under the waistband. He lifted his hips from the bench just enough to pull the trunks down over them. The elastic dragged past the base of his cock and over his ass, then down his thighs. He shuffled his feet, bending his knees, fabric catching briefly at his calves before he worked it down to his ankles. He stepped out of them one foot at a time, then brought the bundle of wet fabric up in his hand and held it up for Claire to see.

She laughed, her eyes dropping once to where the water concealed him, then back up to his face.

“This is unfair though,” Ethan said, lowering the trunks to the side and draping them over the edge of the tub.

“Why?” Claire asked.

“Because I’m completely naked now and you aren’t,” Ethan said, the grin back on his face.

Claire’s cheeks flushed deeper, the color spreading across them. Her eyes briefly dipped to his chest, then to his shoulders, then back to his eyes. She reached one arm behind her back, fingers groping for the knot that held her bikini top in place. He watched the small movement of her elbow and shoulder as she found the tie and worked at it.

Her fingers tugged at the knot, pulling one loose end out, then the other. The tension gave way. The back strap slackened against her skin. She caught the front of the bikini top with her other hand for a second, then let it go. The triangles of fabric slipped away from her breasts and drifted down her torso, then off completely, leaving her chest bare.

Her breasts rose above the water, soft and full, nipples tightening in the warm air above the surface. The bubbling water lapped against the lower curves of them, splashing up in small irregular bursts. Droplets clung to the swell of each breast, then rolled down slowly, trailing across and over the firm peaks of her nipples before they disappeared back into the water.

“Now we’re even,” she replied.

Ethan’s cock hardened fully at the sight of her naked chest, the heat from the water blending with the sharp pull of arousal. Under the surface of the churning water, Claire lifted one leg. He saw the faint motion of her thigh cutting through the bubbles. Her foot slid forward, searching along the space between them.

Her toes touched his shin first. She let her foot drag up his leg, the light pressure traveling from his shin to his knee. She adjusted the angle of her ankle and let the top of her foot glide along the inside of his thigh. The closer she got to his crotch, the slower she moved, like she was feeling for his reaction even though she couldn’t see him clearly with the water moving.

She shifted her hips a little to get a better angle, then her toes brushed his hard cock. The first contact was a light tap along the side of his shaft. Ethan inhaled a small breath, his body reacting immediately. Claire drew her foot back a fraction, then pressed again, this time more intentional, the ball of her foot finding his cock and curling slightly around it.

She began to stroke him with her foot, using the space the buoyant water gave her. Her toes moved along his length from the base up toward the head, then back down, pressing the soft underside of her toes and the top of her foot against his shaft. She repeated the motion, slow and testing at first, then more confident as she felt his cock thicken and twitch under the contact.

Ethan let his head lean back for a second, his shoulders pushing more firmly into the side of the tub. His hands tightened against the edge. Each pass of her foot along his cock pushed his arousal higher. The heat of the water wrapped around his balls, and the contrast of her foot’s gentle pressure teased along the entire length of him.

Claire kept her gaze fixed on his face while she used her foot on him, watching the tiny changes. The way his eyes half-lidded for a moment, the way his lips parted slightly. She adjusted again, angling her foot so her toes ran under the head of his cock, then back down, circling him with light, steady strokes.

He lifted his hips a little, meeting the rhythm of her foot. The movement sent small ripples across the surface, disturbing the bubbles between them. Claire’s breathing had changed too, just a bit quicker, even though she was the one in control of the teasing.

After several long strokes, Ethan pushed forward from his seat, bringing his torso up and leaning toward her. He moved across the small space between them in the tub, water sloshing higher against his chest. He reached one hand out, fingers finding Claire’s knee under the surface, steadying himself. Then he closed the rest of the distance and pressed his mouth to hers.

The kiss landed firm and direct. His lips met hers with a hunger that had been building since she had first stripped off her bottoms. She responded immediately, pushing her lips back against his, opening slightly. Their mouths worked together, not rushed but not hesitant, each pressure and slide of lips fueling the next.

His hand left her knee and came up to her side, fingers closing around her waist. He dragged himself closer until their bodies almost touched, his cock brushing the inside of her thigh under the water. Claire shifted her position on the bench, angling her hips to face him more squarely, bringing her chest closer to him.

He drew back from her mouth just enough to see her face, her lips a little swollen from the kiss. Then he dipped his head down and lowered his mouth to her chest. His hand guided her slightly, fingers splayed along her ribs as he pulled her toward him.

His lips met her left breast first. He opened his mouth and took her nipple between his lips, pulling it in. He sucked on it, increasing the pressure slowly, his tongue flicking over the firm tip. The reaction was immediate. Claire’s body stiffened for a second, then relaxed into it, chest pushing forward.

He wrapped one hand around the side of her other breast, his thumb brushing over that nipple, rolling it gently between his fingers. His mouth continued to work on the one in front of him, sucking, then easing off, then sucking again, drawing more of the soft flesh into his mouth each time.

Claire’s hand found the back of his head, fingers threading through his wet hair. She held him there, not forcing but not letting him drift away either. Her breathing picked up, each inhale a bit sharper. He let his teeth lightly scrape her nipple as he pulled back, then soothed the slight bite with his tongue.

He switched to the other breast, using his hand to lift and steady it as he brought his mouth to that nipple. He traced slow circles around the areola with the tip of his tongue before closing his lips over the peak and sucking. Her nipple hardened more under his tongue, small and tight, and he focused on it, dragging his tongue over it, then pressing it lightly against the roof of his mouth.

While his mouth and hands were focused on her breasts, his cock was rigid, pressed now against the inside of her thigh as he had closed the distance between their lower bodies. The constant pulsing of arousal there demanded more.

He lifted his head from her chest and looked up at her. Her eyes were darker, her cheeks flushed. Without speaking, he shifted, one knee moving along the bench so he could position himself directly between her legs.

Claire understood what he was doing and opened her thighs, sliding her ass a little forward on the seat. The water moved around them, splashing up a bit as they adjusted. Under the surface, her pussy was bare and ready, the warm water washing over her lips as she spread her legs for him.

Ethan reached down with one hand, guiding his cock. His fingers wrapped around the shaft, feeling the slickness of his own skin wet from the tub and from the precum that had gathered at the tip. He angled himself so the head of his cock brushed between her lips, searching for the entrance.

He felt the soft, yielding friction as the crown nudged her pussy. He pressed forward gently at first. Her folds parted around him, the slick heat of her cunt a clear, sharp contrast against the general warmth of the water. He pushed a little deeper, feeling the tight ring of her entrance stretch around the head of his cock.

Claire exhaled audibly, her hands coming to grip his shoulders, fingers digging in slightly as he started to enter her. He paused once the head was inside her, letting her adjust, the muscles of her pussy clenching around that first thick intrusion.

Then he drove in further, slowly, controlling the pace. Inch by inch, he slid into her, her tightness hugging every part of his shaft. The deeper he went, the more his cock was swallowed by the hot grip of her cunt. Her body accommodated him, relaxing and stretching around him, taking him in.

He pushed until his hips met her thighs, his cock buried fully inside her. He could feel the press of her inner walls all around him, snug and wet and pulling at him. He stayed there for a moment, fully sheathed, their lower bodies locked together.

Claire’s face had gone slack in open pleasure for a second, then settled into something intent as she looked back at him. He started to move. He pulled his hips back, dragging his cock out of her slowly. The friction was strong, the grip of her pussy holding on to him. When only the head remained inside, he thrust forward again, sliding back to the hilt in one long movement.

He found a rhythm. He drew back and pushed in, his hips working in a steady pattern. Each stroke sent his cock gliding through her slick channel, her tightness clutching at him, squeezing along his length as he moved. The water around their joined bodies shifted with every thrust, waves breaking against their stomachs and chests.

He kept one hand on her hip, anchoring himself, feeling the movement of her body with each thrust. With his other hand, he reached down between them, his fingers seeking out her clit. He slid his hand over the mound of her pussy, found the small, firm nub nestled above where his cock was driving into her, and pressed his fingertips against it.

Claire reacted instantly. Her body jerked slightly when he touched her clit. He began to rub it, using two fingers to circle and stroke it, each touch synced with the thrust of his cock inside her. He kept the pressure firm, not tentative, knowing exactly what she liked.

He fucked her steadily, his cock plunging into her again and again, while his fingers worked her clit in tight focused thrusts. The combination wound her up quickly. Her breathing became more erratic, her chest lifting and falling faster. She squeezed his shoulders harder, her nails scraping his skin.

Her pussy tightened around him in pulses, gripping his cock with every movement. He could feel her getting closer, the way her hips started to move on their own, pushing up to meet him, grinding against his hand at her clit.

He kept going, not easing up, keeping his thrusts deep and his fingers relentless. He shifted his angle slightly, aiming his cock to hit that spot inside her he knew always tipped her over faster. The change made her gasp, her head tilting back.

Her orgasm hit suddenly. Her body seized around his cock, her pussy clamping down hard, milking him in rhythmic waves. A low sound escaped her, and her thighs tried to squeeze around him even with the water buoying them. Her stomach tensed, her back arching as the release ripped through her.

Ethan didn’t stop. He kept his cock moving inside her, shorter, harder thrusts now, riding out her orgasm and pushing himself closer to his own edge. Her tight, spasming cunt pulled at him, driving the sensation higher. His fingers stayed on her clit, easing off only slightly, continuing to rub as her aftershocks rolled through her.

The intensity of her orgasm, the way her pussy clenched and fluttered around his cock, pulled him right to the brink. Heat built low in his pelvis, a familiar pressure gathering fast. His breathing turned rough, his arms and thighs starting to strain as he fought to maintain control for a few more strokes.

Then he crossed the line. His body jerked, hips slamming forward as far as they could go, burying his cock deep inside her. The first pulse of his climax surged out of him, and he started to cum. Thick spurts of cum shot from his cock, flooding her pussy. He groaned softly, the release ripping through him in strong contractions.

He stayed locked deep inside her as he emptied himself, each pulse sending more cum into her, filling her up. Her pussy continued to clutch around him, milking every last drop. The hot, tight space of her pussy felt like it was holding all of him in place.

Gradually, the intensity ebbed. His thrusts slowed and then stopped, his body going slack bit by bit. He let his forehead rest lightly against her shoulder, breathing hard, the two of them still joined, his cock still inside her, her legs around his hips.

They stayed like that, sharing the same space, their chests rising and falling against each other. The jets hummed on, water still churning around them, but the sharp edge of the moment had smoothed out into something heavy and relaxed.

After a long stretch of quiet, Ethan eased his hips back a little. His softening cock slipped out of her pussy, leaving a faint sense of emptiness in its wake. The water moved in to occupy the space their bodies had just abandoned. He kept one hand on her hip, the other sliding up to her waist, holding her close even as the most intense part of it was over.

Claire let her hands move from his shoulders to his chest, splaying her fingers there, feeling the steady beat under his skin. Her breathing had come down, the flush on her face starting to fade, leaving behind the calm look that only came after she had cum hard.

Ethan shifted so he could sit beside her on the bench again, not across from her this time, but close enough that their sides touched. He draped one arm along the back of the tub behind her, and she leaned into him, her shoulder fitting under his.

The warmth of the water seeped back into their awareness, along with the fatigue in their muscles. Neither of them hurried to speak. There was no need. They let the simple, shared quiet settle in, sitting there, skin to skin, floating in the afterglow.

Ethan sat with Claire, both of them catching their breath. The weather was perfect, the women in his life were perfect. He couldn’t have had it any better than this, in his new home, his new life.


Afterword

Thanks for reading! I hope you enjoyed.




If you enjoyed this book, I would be incredibly grateful for a review, as it genuinely helps. It also helps me know whether I should continue with the series. Recommending this book to others is a great way to help as well. 


More books




Your next beach read:




Beach Set Babes

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0FLXL1ZCJ




Heartware Girls Omnibus


https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0FQ8CQ273




Succubus Forest
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0G4NRX9XK
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