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Chapter 1

The closet had been empty for exactly four hours before I worked up the nerve to stand in it. I told myself I was only looking for a belt. That lasted about as long as it took to open the door and see the right-hand side of the walk-in, the half that had belonged to Vanessa, my ex-wife, for the better part of two decades. Bare shelves, a row of wooden hangers with nothing hanging from them, spaced evenly like the ribs of something that had finished its work and gone. A pale outline on the carpet where a shoe rack used to sit. Late morning light came through the small window at the back and lay across the empty space without anything to catch on.

I’d signed the papers six weeks ago, in an office that smelled like carpet cleaner and expensive coffee, and I’d felt very little. A kind of numb administrative nod, the sensation of finishing a long exam and not yet being able to tell whether you’d passed. But this was a bit different. A signature was an abstraction. A closet was a fact. You could not argue with a closet.

The divorce hadn’t been one event so much as a climate. Two years of it, if I was being honest, and the marriage had been deteriorating for a long time before that. There were the lawyers, who billed in six-minute increments and spoke about my life as if it were a set of assets to be itemized. There were the arguments, the quiet ones that happened over email and the loud ones that happened in the kitchen. There was the division of property, which turned out to mean standing in my own living room while someone pointed at a lamp and asked who it belonged to. There was the constant low tension in the house, the sort of tension you stop noticing until it lifts and you realize you’d been holding your shoulders up around your ears for months.

At some point in the middle of it, I’d stopped being able to go to work and pretend. I could handle the job. I’d always been able to handle the job, and between the career and the investments that had gone my way, money was not a thing I needed to lose sleep over anymore. That was a luxury, and I knew it. What I couldn’t do anymore was sit in a meeting and care about a quarterly projection while my own life was being parceled out in a conference room across town. So I stepped away. I told myself it was temporary. I told myself I’d figure out what I wanted once the divorce was finished and the noise died down.

Well, the noise had died down. Her last boxes had left the house on Tuesday, carried out by two movers who were far more polite about it than anyone in the marriage had been in years. There was no meeting with a lawyer on my calendar for next week, or the week after. There was no calendar to speak of at all.

I stood there waiting to feel something enormous. Grief or the dull ache of nostalgia, some echo of the man who’d once hung a framed photo in this closet because Vanessa liked to see it when she dressed. I gave it a fair chance. I looked at the pale outline on the carpet and let myself remember better years, because there had been some, and I didn’t want to be the kind of man who rewrote the whole thing as a disaster. What came instead was relief.

“Dad? What are you doing?”

I turned. My daughter, Sophia, stood in the bedroom doorway with her bag still hanging off one shoulder and her long, dark-blonde hair pulled up in a knot. She was twenty, about five-six, with bright blue eyes and the same playful smile she’d had since she was little. She wore black leggings and a cropped sweatshirt, looking like she’d just come from campus. She’d always been a pretty girl, but somewhere over the past couple of years she’d grown into a confident young woman.

She was the most naturally social person I’d ever met. She could walk into a coffee shop alone and walk out with two phone numbers and an invitation to a birthday party. She treated her workouts and her meal prep with the seriousness other people reserved for careers, and somehow she still found time to be kind to everyone she met. I had no idea where she’d gotten it. Certainly not from me.

She followed my gaze to the empty shelves. She didn’t say anything for a moment, and I watched her put it together.

Here was the thing I hadn’t told anyone, not my lawyer, not my few remaining friends. The biggest fear I’d carried through the whole ordeal was that the ugliness would eat through everything and take Sophia with it. That she’d end up resenting one of us, or both. That I’d win some argument about a lamp and lose my daughter. Instead, when the dust settled, she’d looked at both of her options and chosen to stay here, in the house with her dad. I still didn’t entirely know what I’d done to deserve that.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“Of course I am. I was looking for a belt.”

“Uh huh.” She crossed the room and hugged me anyway, her bag thumping against my side, her arms wrapped around my ribs.

It got to me more than I wanted to admit. After everything she’d lived through in the last two years, the shouting she’d overheard, the way she’d been quietly asked to pick sides without anyone saying the words, she was standing in my closet worrying about me. I put a hand on the back of her head.

“I’m really glad I have you,” I said.

“Don’t get sentimental. You’ll make me cry, and I did my eyeliner.” She pulled back and squinted at the bare shelves with open satisfaction. “Honestly, you’re better off. She was a narcissist, Dad. You deserve someone better than that.”

“Sophia.”

“What? I’m just saying it out loud so you don’t have to.”

I didn’t encourage it. I never did. Whatever Vanessa was or wasn’t, she was still Sophia’s mother, and I’d made myself a promise early on that I would let my daughter reach her own conclusions without handing her mine. But I couldn’t pretend I didn’t understand where hers came from. I thought about how long I’d tried. All the times I’d convinced myself it would turn around after the holidays, after the move, after the next vacation. How I’d mistaken exhaustion for commitment. And how strangely peaceful the house had become the moment we both finally stopped trying.

Sophia was happier. I was happier. Saying that to myself, even silently, felt like the hardest part of the whole morning.

“And you’re drifting again,” Sophia said, snapping her fingers once in front of my face. “You’ve done enough brooding for one day. I have classes for a few hours, and I don’t want you wandering around the house staring at walls.”

“I wasn’t staring at a wall. It was a closet.”

“Same energy.” She adjusted the bag on her shoulder and pointed at me from the doorway like a general issuing orders. “Do not make plans for this afternoon. I’m bringing something home for you.”

“What kind of something?”

“The kind you don’t get to know about yet.”

She was gone before I could ask anything else, her footsteps quick on the stairs, and the front door closing a moment later. I stood in the calm for a while, looking at the empty hangers.

Then I took a belt from my own side, shut the closet door, and went to find out what a man does with a day that belongs entirely to him.

* * *

Sophia came home a little after two carrying a white bakery box in both hands, the way people carry things that might go off if jostled.

I knew the box before I knew what was in it. The little blue stripe along the lid belonged to a bakery across town that I’d been loyal to for fifteen years, and I’d made a habit of not telling Sophia how much I liked their lemon cake because she tended to weaponize that kind of information. She set the box down on the kitchen island, looking far too pleased with herself. Then she flipped the lid open, and looked at me so proudly that I laughed before she said a word.

“We’re having a divorce celebration,” she said.

“That’s not a thing.”

“It is now.”

“People don’t celebrate divorces, sweetheart. They survive them quietly. Usually with a lot of takeout.”

“People buy cakes when marriages start,” she said, pulling plates from the cabinet. “So I don’t see why we can’t have one when a bad marriage finally ends. It’s symmetrical. It’s nearly poetry.”

I had no counterargument. It was ridiculous in a way that only my daughter could make feel logical, and by the time she’d cut two thick slices and slid one across the granite toward me, I’d stopped trying. The cake was exactly as I remembered, sharp and sweet at the same time, the frosting cold enough to feel on my teeth. We sat on the stools at the island, our elbows nearly touching, and I felt something loosen in me that the closet had only started working on.

She told me about her day between bites. She was in her second year studying marketing, a subject that seemed designed for someone who could make friends in a grocery-store checkout line and knew more about social media than I ever would. There was a professor who had spent forty minutes on a tangent about his own dissertation. A group project partner who’d shown up with a coffee order that required its own paragraph. A girl in her nutrition seminar who’d apparently stolen her seat and then had the nerve to apologize so sweetly that Sophia ended up inviting her to lunch. That was Sophia all over. She could not go anywhere without acquiring another friend, the way other people acquired lint.

Her phone sat face up beside her plate, buzzing every thirty seconds with messages. She answered without looking, her thumbs moving by instinct.

I watched her and felt the contrast settle in. Her days had edges. Classes at ten, the gym at four, friends to meet, plans to make, a hundred small commitments pressing in from every direction. Hers was a life with a schedule, and it moved like a river. Mine, for the first time in twenty-odd years, was a calm and unmarked lake. I’d been a person who knew where he needed to be at nine o’clock on a Tuesday for as long as I could remember. Now Tuesday was just a word.

She noticed me going quiet. “So what’s the plan?” she asked.

“For dinner?”

“For you, Dad. For, like, the rest of your life.”

I turned the fork over in my fingers. “I don’t know.”

It was an easy answer to give and a strange one to hear myself say.

I’d spent more than twenty years in the software industry, working my way up from an ambitious young manager to Chief Operating Officer of a company that had grown considerably during my time there. The salary had been generous, the bonuses even more so, and the stock options and investments I’d accumulated over the years had done well enough that money was no longer something I needed to worry about. That was the good news. The less comfortable part was that I’d stepped away from the company during the divorce, when sitting through another executive meeting while my personal life fell apart had become unbearable. I’d told myself the break was temporary. Now, with the divorce finally behind me, I wasn’t sure I wanted to return to corporate life at all. I’d spent decades building a career because it was what a man in my position did. With the pressure removed, I couldn’t tell whether I’d loved the work or simply been good at it. I had the freedom to choose whatever came next, and nobody warned you that freedom of that size could feel a lot like standing at the edge of a swimming pool you couldn’t see the bottom of.

“Okay,” Sophia said, nodding slowly like a doctor reading a chart. “Then step one is you start enjoying being single.”

“I’m enjoying it.”

“You’re eating cake in a kitchen with your daughter. That’s not enjoyment, that’s a Hallmark movie.” She pointed her fork at me. “You should date again.”

I laughed. It came out of me before I could stop it, and then I saw her face and realized she wasn’t joking. I put my fork down. “Sophia.”

“What?”

“I haven’t dated since before I was married. I wouldn’t know where to begin.” I heard how it sounded and kept going anyway. “There are apps now. You swipe on strangers. You build a profile with a photo of yourself holding a fish or something. There are rules, and I don’t know what they are, and I’d bet money they change every six months.”

She stared at me for a beat, then burst out laughing so hard she had to put a hand flat on the counter. “You sound like an eighty-year-old widower asking how to use the television.”

“I’m serious.”

“I know you are. That’s what makes it so good.” She wiped under one eye with a knuckle, careful of the eyeliner. “Dad. Look at yourself. You’re good-looking. You’re in shape. You have a nice house. You’re rich, no offense, but you are. And you don’t have a wife making you miserable anymore. That makes you an excellent product. Like an eleven on the dating market.”

“I appreciate being evaluated like a used Mercedes.”

“A well-maintained used Mercedes. Low mileage. One careful owner.”

“One careful owner who stopped taking it out for a drive years ago.”

“Which is why we’re having this conversation.” She leaned in, lowered her voice like she was passing state secrets. “Women would be interested in you. A lot of women. Some of my friends already think you’re hot.”

I waited for the punchline. Sophia had been embarrassing me with a straight face since she learned to talk, and I assumed this was another installment. “Okay.”

“I’m not kidding.”

“Of course you’re not.”

“Dad.” She held up a hand and started counting on her fingers. “Remember when Natalia asked if you were really my dad because she thought you were my older brother? Or when half the girls in my sorority suddenly got very talkative the second you walked into the kitchen? Or when someone asked, like, a week after the separation, whether you were seeing anyone? You said it was nice that they cared.”

“It was nice that they cared.”

“They did not mean it in a nice way.”

I opened my mouth to argue, and found I didn’t have much to argue with. Now that she’d lined them up, I could remember every one of those moments, and I could remember brushing past every one of them like a man walking through a hallway of open doors without looking in … Because I had a wife at the time. Sophia had always been popular, and the house had always been full of her friends. They came for the pool in the summer and the quiet kitchen in the winter. They studied at my dining table with their laptops open and their feet tucked under them. They stayed late, they stayed over, they raided the refrigerator and left the cabinet doors open. Most of them lived half their lives on social media, posting gym mirrors and sun-lit selfies with a casual shamelessness I found more amusing than anything else. A little playful flirting in that environment had always sounded like background noise to me, like the weather.

“I assumed it was harmless,” I said.

“That’s because you’re oblivious.” She said it fondly, the way you’d describe a dog who’d walked into a glass door. “Which is kind of adorable, but also, you really need to pay attention.”

“I’m not going to date your friends, sweetheart.”

“I didn’t say that.” She grinned at the look on my face. “I’m just saying you should open your eyes. I want you to meet someone and have fun again. You earned it.” Her tone sharpened a little. “But I swear, if you turn into one of those newly divorced guys who suddenly starts dressing like he’s twenty years younger, I will disown you. Linen shirts, open collars, chains.”

“There’s nothing wrong with my clothes.”

“Dad. The gray shirt. The one with the pocket.”

“I like that shirt.”

“It looks like a hotel uniform.”

“It’s comfortable.”

“It’s a crime scene.” She was off the stool now, rummaging in the pantry, throwing the rest of her argument over her shoulder. “And don’t get me started on the blue one. Anyway, we need to figure out dinner.”

I looked at the half-finished slice of lemon cake in front of me, the afternoon light sliding across the island, and decided that for once I didn’t mind being told what to do.

* * *

By dinner, Sophia had apparently forgiven my wardrobe. We were halfway through the steaks when her phone started ringing against the table, a bright little pulse of sound I’d learned over the years to recognize as the opening bell of something loud.

She glanced at the screen, said “Oh, it’s the girls,” and answered without any hesitation at all. Before I could object, not that I’d have bothered, she propped the phone against the pepper grinder at an angle that managed to include her plate, her face, and most of my shoulder. Then four rectangles filled the screen, each with a different bedroom or dorm hallway behind it, and everyone started talking at once.

I’d known most of these girls long enough that nobody bothered to get formal just because I was sitting there with a steak knife. They’d been through my house too many times for that. One of them leaned toward her camera and squinted at something in the corner of the frame.

“Is that cake?”

“That was cake,” Sophia said. “Past tense.”

“You had cake without me?” It was Chloe, I was fairly sure, the one with the bleached streak in her hair who never said anything at a normal volume. “Sophia. I’m genuinely hurt. I will remember this.”

“It was a divorce celebration,” Sophia said, as though that settled matters. “It was a private ceremony.”

“Dan, you’re personally responsible for saving me a slice,” Chloe said, aiming her entire attention at me. “That’s non-negotiable.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“Half of them only come to our house because Dad keeps the kitchen stocked,” Sophia told the screen, pointing her fork at all four faces in turn.

“I’ve known for years that my refrigerator is the real attraction,” I said. “I stopped taking it personally a long time ago.”

That got a round of laughter, and for a moment the call settled into the comfortable chaos I’d gotten used to. Someone was complaining about a professor. Someone else was trying to organize a weekend trip that three people couldn’t attend. Mia, who always seemed to be eating something, held up a bag of pretzels and declared she was fine with the cake situation as long as nobody tried to take her pretzels.

Then Mia caught on to something. “Wait. Sophia said the divorce is done. Like, officially done?”

“Officially done,” I said. “Signed, sealed, and out of the house.”

“Congratulations on being single,” she said, with a smile that sat just a little closer to the camera than it needed to. “That’s, like, a really big deal. Honestly, good for you. I bet you’ve got options.”

Sophia pointed at the phone without looking at me. “See? This. This is exactly what I was talking about earlier.”

“What were you talking about earlier?” Mia asked.

“Nothing,” I said.

“Everything,” Sophia said, and the whole screen erupted. I laughed along with them, because there wasn’t another sensible way to react, but I noticed something as I did. Now that Sophia had put the idea in my head, I couldn’t unhear the tone. A couple of these girls had been talking to me like that for a long time, with that same easy edge, the same half-second pause before a joke landed. I’d always filed it under youthful friendliness. Now I wasn’t so sure what folder it belonged in.

Natalia was the fourth face on the screen, tucked into the lower corner, and she was the one who had said the least. That wasn’t unusual. She’d been part of Sophia’s circle for years, and she’d been quieter around me than any of the others. She had the manner of someone who wasn’t sure how much space she was allowed to take up. She said please and thank you, helped carry plates she wasn’t asked to carry, apologized when she walked through a room. It had taken me a while to realize she wasn’t shy so much as careful.

Then she’d gotten comfortable, and the careful version of her turned out to be the surface of something sharper. She was every bit as sarcastic as Sophia and about twice as stubborn, with a talent for the deadpan remark delivered a beat after everyone else had moved on. Somewhere along the line she’d started spending a lot of time at our house, partly because she and Sophia were inseparable and partly because things with her mother had never been easy. I’d learned not to ask. She’d slept over after arguments at home. She’d eaten more meals at our table than I could count. She’d shuffled into my kitchen half asleep at seven in the morning, hair a mess, wearing one of Sophia’s shirts, and mumbled something about coffee, and I’d handed her a mug without a word. Somewhere in there she had stopped being my daughter’s friend and become just a person I knew, someone who talked to me like I was a person she knew too.

“Natalia basically lives at that gym now,” one of the girls said, stirring the conversation toward a new topic. “I swear I only see her in leggings.”

“She’s seriously dedicated,” Sophia said, like a proud coach talking about her best player. “She hasn’t missed a session in months. And Dad’s the reason she still has the membership.”

On the screen, Natalia’s whole face changed. “Sophia. Shut up. Please.”

“I’m just saying.”

“Please don’t.”

The membership was a small thing, which was why it had never occurred to me to feel proud of it. A few months back Natalia had gotten into another one of those fights with her mother, and her mother had responded the way she apparently often did, by pulling back money for anything she considered unnecessary. Among the casualties was Natalia’s gym membership. Natalia hadn’t said a word to me about it. It was Sophia who had come into my study one evening, closed the door behind her, and told me quietly what had happened, because she knew how much training had come to matter to her friend. The money was nothing to me. It was a number on a payment screen. I’d paid the membership ahead for the year and told Natalia, the next time she came over, not to worry about it.

She’d been painfully grateful afterward, embarrassingly so. She’d thanked me three separate times that week and then, when I thought that was the end of it, left a handwritten note on the kitchen counter. I’d never thought of any of it as especially generous. It was a thing a person with the means did for someone he liked.

“Thank you again, by the way,” Natalia said now, the screen softening her voice. “For all of it. I mean it.”

“Stop,” I said. “You’re going to make it weird.”

“It’s already weird,” Sophia said.

That broke the tension, and everyone was laughing again. A few minutes later the girls had somewhere else to be, a party, a study group, a late-night pizza run, and they started signing off one by one in a flurry of waves and overlapping goodbyes. Chloe made a point of leaning into her camera at the last second. “Do not let Sophia eat that cake!” she said, and then she was gone.

The screen went dark. The dining room felt larger without them.

“Your friends are shameless,” I told Sophia.

“They’re only like that because you’ve encouraged them for years.” She picked up her fork again, entirely unbothered. “You feed them. You help them when something goes wrong. You let the house become their unofficial headquarters. It’s your own fault.”

I opened my mouth to defend myself and discovered, with a small sinking feeling, that she was probably right.

* * *

After we cleaned up, Sophia dragged me to the couch like she’d been waiting all evening to make a presentation.

The dishwasher hummed in the background. The lamp over the reading chair was the only light on in the living room, a warm yellow pool that made the rest of the house feel far away. She tucked her feet under her, shoved a throw pillow behind her back, and held her phone out between us like a courtroom exhibit.

“Okay, since gym talk came up. I want to show you something.”

“Is this a trap?”

“It’s a very small trap.” She was already scrolling. “Look. This is Natalia when she first started training seriously.”

The photo on the screen was a mirror selfie in a cramped bathroom, taken from a slightly defensive angle, one shoulder tucked forward like she wasn’t sure she should be in the frame. She was smiling, but it was the kind of smile you put on for the camera and not for yourself. Sophia swiped, and the next one was a few months later, the posture a little straighter. She swiped again and then again, walking me through the progression like a documentary narrator, explaining how Natalia had learned to program her own lifts, how she tracked her protein, how she’d quit eating junk without making a big deal of it. According to Sophia, Natalia hadn’t skipped a session in months, even during finals, even on days when she’d clearly rather have been in bed.

“She’s so disciplined it’s kind of scary,” Sophia said. “I’d have quit by week three.”

“You’ve never quit anything in your life.”

“I quit piano.”

“You quit piano because the teacher smelled like soup.”

“That’s a valid reason.”

I remembered that early version of Natalia easily enough. The one from those older photos. Pretty, certainly, but unsure of it, the sort of person who looked at herself in the mirror and saw a list of things to fix. When Sophia had first started bringing her around the house, she was quiet whenever I walked into a room and had a habit of glancing at my daughter before answering any question, as though checking whether it was the right answer. She’d followed Sophia’s lead about everything: what to order, where to sit, when to leave. I’d assumed that was simply her nature.

Over the years, she’d grown comfortable enough in our house to let her guard down. She was still shy around strangers and careful about what she said, but with Sophia and me, she could relax. She laughed more easily, teased Sophia, and no longer seemed worried about saying the wrong thing in front of me. I’d watched it happen without really noticing, the way you don’t notice a tree growing in your own yard.

I’d seen her unguarded and tired and mid-sentence with a mouthful of pasta. That kind of familiarity doesn’t leave much room for looking at someone twice.

“And this is her latest,” Sophia said, and turned the phone toward me.

It was a gym photo, taken in front of a long mirror, with clean white light coming from somewhere overhead. Natalia stood with her weight on one hip, one hand holding her phone, the other resting against her thigh, wearing black leggings and a cropped sports top the color of ash. The first thing I noticed was not the physique. It was the look on her face. She wasn’t posing the way she had in those earlier shots. She was just standing there, calm and easy and a little amused, like she’d caught her own reflection and decided she liked it.

Then I noticed the rest, and it was hard not to.

She’d built something stunning. Her legs were strong and defined, the muscle sitting in clean lines along her thighs. Her waist narrowed into a figure that curved out again below it, a proper hourglass shaped by years of squatting more weight than most men I knew. Her stomach was flat and toned. And her backside, caught in profile by the angle of the mirror, was round and firm and clearly earned. She was sexy. There was no other word for it, and I’d been a grown man long enough to be honest with myself. Her ass was nice. Her figure was toned and soft in all the right places, and the whole effect was made more striking by the sweet, open face sitting on top of it.

I stared. For a second or two, longer than I should have, I simply looked.

Then I realized what I was doing, and a small, hot flicker of embarrassment went through me like a draft under a door.

It was an odd sensation, because for years my brain had been filing Natalia into the uncomplicated category of Sophia’s friend. She was a fixture. A pleasant, slightly chaotic piece of the household, like the dog we’d never gotten around to buying. I knew she was an adult. I knew she was beautiful. I’d known both facts the way you know the capital of a country you’ve never visited … abstractly and filed away. It was one thing to know and something else entirely to see it, and the gap between the two had just closed in the space of a single photograph.

“When was that taken?” I asked, mostly because I needed something normal to say.

“Two weeks ago, I think? It’s from her new training block. She’s doing this whole glute-focused cycle, where she hits lower body three times a week, and she’s super strict about her macros.” Sophia was off and running, her hands moving as she talked. “She says she wants to be healthy, not just look good. Which is kind of the best part about her. Anyway, she’s so close to hitting a new personal best on her hip thrust.”

I nodded in the right places and let her talk. Sophia didn’t notice anything unusual in my silence. She was too busy being proud of her friend, and I was grateful for it.

I reminded myself of the facts. I was old enough to be her dad. Whatever my brain had done when it met that photo was a momentary reaction to a flattering image of an attractive person, the kind of reflex any man might have, and it didn’t need to mean anything. I’d put it down the same way I’d put down everything else today.

Sophia swiped toward the next picture. She was in the middle of a sentence about squat depth when her phone buzzed in her hand, and a notification slid across the top of the screen. The name above it was Natalia.

Sophia read the preview and stopped talking. She opened the message, her eyebrows drawing together as she read.

I knew something was wrong before she said a word. Sophia had never been good at hiding her feelings from me, not even when she was six. The corner of her mouth pulled down in a way I recognized from every scraped knee and every cancelled birthday party of her childhood.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Nothing.” She turned the phone face down against her knee, then seemed to realize how that looked and turned it back over. “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”

“That’s the face of someone who wants me to worry about it.”

“It isn’t.”

“Sophia.”

She huffed out a breath and let her head fall back against the couch cushion, staring up at the ceiling like the answer might be written there. I waited. Fatherhood had taught me a handful of useful things, and one of the better ones was that silence works faster than interrogation. You leave the door open and stand back from it. Eventually, the person walks through on their own.

It took about fifteen seconds.

“It’s Natalia,” she said. “She’s fighting with her mom again.”

“Again?”

“Yeah, again. Tonight, I guess. She’s sending me these messages in pieces, like she’s typing between the yelling.” She lifted the phone and looked at it as if it had personally disappointed her. “She won’t say what it’s about. Just that it’s bad, and she needs to get out for a while.”

I let that settle. The house had gone very quiet around us, the dishwasher finishing its cycle somewhere behind the kitchen wall, the lamp throwing its small yellow circle across the rug. I thought about the girl in that mirror photo, calm and amused and sure of herself, and then about the girl who had stood in my kitchen at seven in the morning mumbling about coffee after a night she hadn’t wanted to talk about. They were the same person. That was the thing about people. They never fit in just one photograph.

I knew enough about Natalia’s home life to understand why this mattered, and not much more than that. I had made a point of not asking. It wasn’t my business, and I’d spent too many years being the kind of parent who wanted to fix everything to trust myself with a teenager’s family problems, or a young woman’s, either. Most of what I knew had arrived secondhand, through Sophia, in the offhand way that kids report things they assume adults will let pass. A little more had come from Natalia herself, in small unguarded moments, a sentence dropped at the dinner table and then quickly stepped over, the way you step over a crack in the floor.

What I’d pieced together was a household with two settings. When Natalia and her mother were getting along, everything seemed fine, even warm. Her mother worked long hours, and Natalia talked about her affectionately but also tiredly, and the two of them split groceries and shared a car. But when they weren’t getting along, things escalated quickly, and her mother had a habit of reaching for whatever leverage was closest. She’d threaten to cut off money or even kick Natalia out of the house. The gym membership had been a perfect example, a monthly payment pulled back overnight as a point in an argument that Natalia hadn’t even known she’d been having. I understood that her mother wasn’t a villain. People who’ve been scared about money for a long time often turn it into the only language they have for everything else. But understanding a thing and watching its effect on a twenty-one-year-old in my kitchen were two separate experiences.

“Do you know what set it off?” I asked.

“No. She’s not making sense.” Sophia scrolled up through the thread, her lips moving slightly as she reread. “It’s all half sentences. ‘She’s being unreal.’ ‘I can’t do this tonight.’ ‘I just need to leave.’ Then nothing for five minutes, then another one. I called her once and she didn’t pick up, which means she’s either crying or hiding in her room with the door shut.” She chewed the inside of her cheek. “I hate this. She does so much for her mom. And her mom treats the whole house like a negotiation.”

“Does she want to come here tonight?”

“She says tomorrow’s better. She needs to get some things together. And she doesn’t want to leave her mom stewing in the middle of the argument, I think, because that makes it worse. Cooling off period.” She said the last two words with air quotes, flat and unimpressed. Then she turned toward me, and her voice lost some of its armor. “Dad, would it be okay if she slept over tomorrow night?”

“Of course,” I said, before she’d quite finished the sentence.

Sophia blinked. “I didn’t even get to the part where I explain.”

“You don’t need to explain.”

“I had a whole speech.”

“Keep it for a day when I say no.”

That surprised a laugh out of her, a short, damp one that she tried to swallow and mostly failed. “You’re so predictable.”

“I’m consistent. It’s a different thing.” I settled back into the couch. “Honestly, I’m a little surprised you ask anymore. She’s slept here so many times I’ve stopped counting. She has a toothbrush in the upstairs bathroom. I think she may have claimed a drawer.”

“She has claimed a drawer,” Sophia said. “She’s technically approaching the number of overnight stays required to claim legal ownership of the guest room. Squatter’s rights. I’ve looked it up.”

“You have not.”

“I have a very serious legal mind.” She wiped under one eye with the heel of her hand, careful once again of the eyeliner. “I’m going to tell her she can start paying rent.”

“Tell her the first month’s free.”

The laughter lasted a few seconds and then ran out, and what was left behind was Sophia’s worry, which I could see sitting right under the surface like water under ice. She wasn’t an anxious person by nature. She didn’t spiral. She planned and she acted and she moved on, and when something got under her skin the way this had, it meant she cared about it more than she wanted to show.

I’d spent two years in the middle of a family coming apart, and if the experience had taught me anything, it was how much damage adults could do when they let their feelings drip downhill onto the people below them. I had watched it happen. I had done some of it myself, in moments I wasn’t proud of. I’d seen my own daughter sit at the top of the stairs listening to voices she wasn’t meant to hear, and I’d carried that picture around with me ever since like a stone in my pocket. Now here was someone else’s child, a grown woman technically but still somebody’s kid, forced to absorb a parent’s temper and fear and make herself small enough to survive it. I had a lot less patience for that than I used to. I’d also never liked seeing Sophia upset on behalf of someone she loved. It had always bothered me more than her own troubles did, which was probably backward, but there it was.

“Is she safe?” I asked. “Not like that. I just mean, if it’s the kind of fight where I should be doing something tonight.”

“No, no. It’s yelling and slammed doors and money threats. Not that.” Sophia squeezed my forearm briefly, a thank-you she didn’t make into a speech. “She’s okay. Just worn out. I think she needs a normal night. Pizza, a movie and people who aren’t mad at her.”

“We can arrange that.”

“I know.” She uncurled her legs, got up from the couch, and padded into the kitchen. I heard the refrigerator open, the rustle of foil, the small clink of a fork. She came back with the remaining lemon cake on a plate, a generous slab she’d clearly been saving, and held it up like a hostage. “I’m going to take this upstairs and call her properly. Texting isn’t going to cut it.”

“Is that a bribe for Natalia or a snack for you?”

“Yes.”

“Take the whole thing.”

She went up the stairs two at a time, plate balanced in one hand, phone already pressed to her ear, and I heard her bedroom door shut a second later. Her voice came through the ceiling as a murmur I couldn’t parse, rising and falling in the cadence of someone saying all the right soft things.

That left me alone in the living room, and the calm that came after was not the same calm I’d stood in that morning.

That one had been a hollow, the type of silence you get from a room with the furniture removed. I’d stared at a pale outline on a carpet and tried to work out what a man did with the second half of his life.

I had spent the day, without really intending to, being told by Sophia that the end of my marriage wasn’t the end of anything. She had said it with cake and with a hug and with a lot of ridiculous commentary about my wardrobe, but the message underneath had been steady all the way through. The house was still full. The people were still here. A divorce had taken something from me, but it hadn’t taken the things that mattered, and she was doing her level best to make me notice.

I was still turning the thought over when my phone buzzed on the arm of the couch.

I picked it up expecting a work email, one of the last few threads that kept finding me, and found Natalia’s name instead.

It was unusual enough that I looked at it for a moment before opening it. She’d had my number for years, ever since the early days when Sophia’s friends needed a way to reach a parent in case of an emergency or a flat tire. But she almost never used it. Anything she wanted to say to me came through Sophia, or she said it in person, usually after a visible running start. Seeing her name on my own screen felt like seeing a neighbor’s cat sitting on my kitchen counter. Not alarming, just out of its usual place.

Thank you for letting me stay tomorrow, the message said. I know Sophia already asked but I wanted to say it myself.

A second bubble followed before I could answer. At this point I should probably start paying rent. Or at least buy you groceries.

I smiled at the screen. You don’t need to thank me, I typed. You’re always welcome here. And you’ll pay rent over my dead body.

Three dots appeared and disappeared and appeared again, the way they do when someone is deciding how much to say. I pictured her on the other end, sitting on the edge of a bed in a house I’d never seen the inside of, thumbs hovering. When the next message arrived, it was longer than the others.

I mean it though. You’ve helped me more than you probably realize. I don’t think I ever said it properly.

Something in the line caught me off guard. It wasn’t the sentiment, exactly. Sophia’s friends said grateful things to me all the time, in the casual, slightly performative way of people who had learned good manners. This was slightly different. It had no joke attached. It sat there on the screen plain and uncovered, and I understood that she’d typed and deleted a few versions of it before choosing this one. I turned the phone over in my hand while I thought about how to answer. Everything I came up with sounded either too casual or like a greeting card.

Before I could settle on anything, a new message landed. Also, don’t listen to any embarrassing stories Sophia might be telling you about me tonight.

I laughed out loud, alone in the living room. Then came the next one. Did she show you my old gym pictures?

The smile stayed on my face, but something tripped inside it. She had, as it happened. Sophia had shown me all of them, from the older pictures taken in a cramped bathroom, where Natalia stood awkwardly with one shoulder tucked in, to the recent ones where she looked happier and more confident. One of those newer pictures had stuck with me. She was standing in bright light, smiling at the camera, wearing leggings that showed off the figure she’d worked so hard for.

I put the image down the way you put down a hot pan. Quickly, without looking at it directly, and with a vague sense that I’d been a little careless to pick it up in the first place. It was a photograph of an attractive young woman I had known since she was a teenager, shown to me by my daughter, and I had reacted like any man would react to a flattering picture. That was all. It wasn’t a thing to chew on.

Your secrets are safe with me, I typed. I thought for a second and added, They were very impressive, by the way. You’ve worked hard.

Her answer came back almost immediately: three little red hearts and the word stop, which in Natalia’s vocabulary meant the opposite of what it said. I set the phone down on the cushion beside me, screen up, and let myself stay smiling for a moment longer than was strictly necessary.

Footsteps thundered on the stairs. Sophia came down the last few steps in a rush, barefoot, her hair half out of its knot and the cake plate empty in her hand, and she crossed the living room and threw both arms around my neck before I could stand. I grunted and laughed at the same time.

“What was that for?”

“Because you’re the best,” she said into my shoulder. “Seriously. You didn’t even hesitate.”

“There was nothing to hesitate about.”

“That’s why you’re the best.” She squeezed once more, hard, then pulled back to look at me with her eyes slightly red and entirely sincere. “She feels a lot better. We talked for like twenty minutes. She says she’ll be here around six tomorrow, and she’s bringing her own pillow, which, rude, because we have pillows.”

“Tell her she can bring a whole mattress if she wants.”

“I’ll pass that along.” She sniffed, rolled her eyes at herself, and put the empty plate on the side table. “I love you, Dad.”

“I love you too, sweetheart.”

She nodded once, as if confirming a transaction, and headed for the kitchen to rinse the plate, humming something tuneless on the way. I listened to the faucet run, the clink of china on the rack, the small domestic music of a house with people in it. A day that had started in an empty closet was ending in a full living room, and I couldn’t have explained exactly how that had happened.

I thought ahead, idly, the way you do at the end of a long day. Tomorrow Natalia would come over around six. She would eat our food and argue with Sophia about something that didn’t matter, music or a TV show or who had borrowed whose sweatshirt. She would probably claim the good spot on the couch, make a face at my taste in movies, and fall asleep in the guest room she’d slept in a dozen times before. I would make something good. I would listen to their laughter through the walls, and I would check the locks before bed.

It would be an ordinary evening in an ordinary house. There was no reason at all to think it would be anything else.


Chapter 2

Iwoke the next morning before any alarm had a say in it, which was the first small proof that my body hadn’t yet gotten the memo. For twenty years the hour had been decided for me by calendars and flights and the tyranny of other people’s schedules, and now the light just lay across the bedroom ceiling, asking nothing of me at all.

I got out of bed, went downstairs, and sat at the kitchen table for a while, letting it all sink in. There was no lawyer’s office waiting across town. No stack of documents with little yellow flags marking the places where my name was supposed to go. No Vanessa moving through the house in the next room, her footsteps carrying whatever mood she’d woken up in. It was just the sound of the refrigerator making noise downstairs and a bird arguing with itself in the hedge outside the window. Sophia had left for campus before I was up, a note stuck to the coffee maker in her loopy handwriting that said, DRINK THIS, DON’T BROOD, and Natalia wasn’t due until six. The whole day stretched out ahead of me like an empty road.

It felt wonderful. I want to be honest about that, because of what came later. For about an hour it felt exactly the way I’d imagined it would on the worst nights of the divorce, when I’d lie awake doing arithmetic with my own life and tell myself that someday soon I’d have a morning with nothing in it.

I made the coffee strong and drank it standing at the kitchen window, watching the sprinklers come on across the lawn. Then I went down to the home gym and trained for an hour, a proper session, heavy squats and then presses and then the type of back work I’d been skipping for months because the divorce had turned my schedule into a pile of rubble. The bar felt good in my hands. My body still knew what to do even when the rest of me had lost the thread. I showered afterward, shaved without hurrying, and ate a hearty breakfast, eggs and toast and fruit, sitting down at the table like a man in a commercial for a better life.

By ten-thirty I’d done all of it. I’d checked on my investments and found them sitting more or less where I’d left them, a column of green numbers I felt nothing about. I’d answered two messages, one from the contractor who handled the pool and one from a neighbor asking about a fence line, both of which took less than five minutes. I’d even gone around the house straightening things that didn’t need straightening. And the day, stubbornly, was still there. Most of it, spread out in front of me, enormous and flat and waiting for me to do something with it.

That was when I understood the problem, and I sat down on the edge of the couch to think about it properly.

The freedom I’d fantasized about during the divorce had been the freedom of relief. It was the freedom of a man climbing out of a hole, who doesn’t yet care what kind of ground he’s standing on as long as it’s solid and nobody is shouting at him. I hadn’t pictured what came after the relief, the long ordinary Tuesday when the hole was gone and the ground just sat there, flat in every direction, waiting for a man to decide where to walk. Without the pressure to push against, I could feel how much of my identity had been built from it. I’d been a person with a job, a marriage, a mortgage, a daughter’s tuition, a set of obligations stacked on top of each other like crates in a warehouse. Take most of them away and what was left? A very comfortable, well-lit room with a man in it, looking around.

Money wasn’t the issue. I was fortunate in that way, and I never forgot it. Twenty years of salary and bonuses and stock, plus the investments that had gone the right way, meant I could have spent the rest of my life reading on a terrace without ever checking a balance. But I was forty-five. I wasn’t ready to retire into a life of increasingly creative ways to kill time. I could already see how it would go. First the golf I’d never cared about, then the long lunches, then the hobbies I’d pick up with great enthusiasm and set down by spring. Men did it all the time. I’d watched a few of them in my old industry cash out and disappear into comfort, and when I ran into them years later there was something polished and vacant in their faces, like furniture that had never been sat on.

My phone buzzed against the cushion just before eleven. I almost let it go, but the name on the screen was one I recognized: someone from my former professional life, a man I’d worked alongside for the better part of a decade, someone who had sat across from me in more late-night meetings than I could count. We’d kept in loose touch after I stepped away. A birthday text, a line or two of sympathy when the divorce became public enough for people to hear about it. I picked up.

“I won’t keep you,” he said, after the usual pleasantries. “I just wanted to see how you were doing. And, honestly, to find out whether you’ve given any thought to coming back now that everything’s settled.”

I leaned back against the couch. He was careful about it, the way people are when they’re approaching a subject that used to be sore, and I appreciated the care. He told me the company was in a good place, that there had been some restructuring, and that there was a seat available at the table that suited my background exactly. Familiar work, serious money, and a title that opened doors without anyone asking why. He didn’t push. He just laid it out and let me look at it, and I looked, because it was a good offer. It was the obvious answer. Six months ago I’d have assumed I would take something like it eventually, without much thought, the way you assume the sun will rise.

“I appreciate you thinking of me,” I said.

“But?”

“But I don’t know.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “I really don’t know.”

I tried to explain it and made a poor job of it. Going back would mean rebuilding the same life I’d had before the divorce, the same days with the same shape, only with a lighter heart. And lately, in a way I couldn’t quite articulate, I’d caught myself craving something new rather than a restoration of everything that had existed before. Maybe it was why I’d enjoyed having Sophia and her friends around so much. Their lives were free and fun and constantly rearranging themselves, nothing like the predictable future I had spent years constructing for myself. They never knew what Friday would look like, and they weren’t afraid of it. I didn’t know what I wanted yet. I only knew I didn’t want to simply rewind.

“Take your time,” he said, and I could hear that he meant it. “The offer won’t go stale this week. Just don’t wait so long that someone else makes the decision for you.”

I thanked him again, told him I needed a little more time, and hung up.

Then I sat there in the quiet living room with the phone in my hand, wondering whether I had just turned down the obvious answer without having a single thing to put in its place.

* * *

By midafternoon, I was getting restless. I’d spent so many years wishing I had more free time that I wasn’t quite sure what to do with it now. I tightened a loose cabinet hinge, reorganized the pantry according to a logic that lasted about twenty minutes, and watched the light creep across the kitchen floor until the front door banged open and the house remembered it was alive.

“I’m telling you, it was not normal,” Sophia was saying, mid-sentence, as if she’d been mid-sentence since the parking lot. “Nobody just stands there like that.”

“I know. I was there.” That was Natalia, her voice a half step lower and tighter than usual.

They came through the front hall in a tangle of gym bags and water bottles and two sets of sneakers that squeaked against the tile. Sophia’s bag hit the bench by the door. Natalia’s was a second, larger bag over one shoulder, her overnight things packed in with her training clothes, and she looked at it a little guiltily, the way someone does when they’re moving into a place they’re afraid to take up too much room in. She’d decided at the last minute to come straight from the gym with Sophia instead of going home first, which, given everything, I understood completely.

I’d known Natalia since she and Sophia first became friends in elementary school, a small, serious girl with a ponytail and a habit of apologizing to the furniture. Naturally I had gotten to know her differently as the two of them grew up. Sophia had gone on to college with my help, while Natalia couldn’t follow the same road without drowning in debt, so she’d been waiting tables and putting away what she could, undecided about what she wanted to study but determined not to borrow her way into it. Training had become the one thing that was entirely hers. It showed. Standing in my front hall, around five-five, she was flushed from her workout, her long brown hair tied back in a ponytail, a few damp strands sticking to her temples. She had large brown eyes, rosy cheeks, and a pretty face that still looked remarkably innocent for a nineteen-year-old. She wore black leggings and a fitted athletic top, showing off the narrow waist, strong thighs, and curves she’d worked so hard to develop. She was a beautiful young woman, and the shy little girl I’d known years ago had grown into someone who seemed much more comfortable with herself.

Today that confidence was wearing a scowl. So was Sophia.

“Okay,” I said. “Who do I need to apologize to, and for what?”

“Nobody,” Sophia said. “Some guy.”

“Some guy.”

“At the gym.” She dropped onto a kitchen stool and folded her arms. “He was staring at Natalia. Like, undoubtedly staring. Through the whole warm-up.”

I set the dish towel down. “Go on.”

It came out in pieces, the two of them filling in each other’s gaps the way best friends do. The guy had started by watching her from the other side of the free-weight area, which they’d both noticed and ignored. Then he’d drifted closer, always finding some reason to be within earshot, waiting for a bench he clearly didn’t need, asking whether she was almost done with the dumbbells, offering unsolicited comments about her form. Natalia had answered in clipped, polite single words, the universal signal for I would like you to go away, and he’d kept right on talking. When she moved to a different section, he moved too. She’d tried the cable machines, then the leg press, and each time he’d turned up a few minutes later, casually, as if it were a coincidence.

“I could feel him following us,” Natalia said quietly. “It was like walking with someone breathing on my neck.”

That was when Sophia had stepped in. She’d walked right up to him, planted herself between the two of them, and told him in a very clear voice to leave her friend alone. His attitude, she said, had curdled instantly. He’d gone from smarmy to hostile in the space of a breath, muttering about how nobody was doing anything, how girls these days had no sense of humor, how it was a public gym. She’d been about to really lay into him, she said, her jaw working, when a trainer finally wandered over and the guy retreated to the far side of the room, still glaring.

Something in my chest went cold and level, the calm I got when a negotiation turned ugly and I needed to stop being polite.

“Did he touch either of you?” I asked.

“No,” Sophia said.

“Did anyone who works there see it happen?”

“The trainer showed up at the end. Kind of. He said something like ‘everything okay, ladies?’ and then wandered off.”

“And management?”

“Dad.” Sophia held up a hand. “It didn’t turn into anything serious. I was handling it. I was about to handle it a lot harder, actually.”

“I believe you.”

“Then why do you look like that?”

I came around the island and crouched slightly so I was at her eye level, because I wanted her to hear the next part clearly and not as a reflex defense. “I’m not telling you that you can’t defend yourself. You can and you should, and I’m proud you stood up for her. But that isn’t the point.” I kept my voice even. “You should never feel obligated to find out how far some stranger is willing to take something. Not at a gym. Not at a party or a bar or a parking lot. If you’re uncomfortable anywhere, you call me. I don’t care what time it is. I don’t care if you think you’re overreacting. I’ll come.”

Sophia’s face relaxed, the stubborn line of her mouth giving way. She’d heard this speech before, probably a dozen times in some form, and she rolled her eyes a little at the familiarity of it. Then she got off the stool and wrapped her arms around me.

“I know, Dad,” she said into my shirt. “I know.”

Over her shoulder, I noticed Natalia watching us. She’d lingered near the doorway, her bag resting at her feet, and she wasn’t pretending to look at her phone or examine the wall. She was just watching quietly, with a look I didn’t have an easy name for. It was almost wistful, as though she were studying something through a window. Then Sophia released me, and Natalia’s eyes flicked away with a quick, embarrassed jerk, color rising in her cheeks.

I became more aware of her in that moment than I’d intended. After the photographs on Sophia’s phone the night before, I couldn’t quite see her the way I had a day earlier. Flushed and a little sweaty, her chest rising slightly from the walk in from the car, annoyed and bright-eyed and young, she was fit and beautiful even standing there with a scowl. I noted it the way you’d note weather, and set it aside.

“That goes for you too,” I said to her.

“Oh.” She blinked. “I’m fine. Really.”

“I’m sure you are. But what I said applies to you. You can call me whether Sophia’s with you or not.”

“Dan, you don’t have to.” She tried for a laugh. “I’ll just carry pepper spray and a very mean face.”

“I’m serious.”

Her smile faded. She looked down at the strap of her bag, turned it once in her hand, and when she looked up again, the joke had gone out of her eyes. “Thank you,” she said softly. “I mean it.”

“Good.”

For a moment nobody moved. Then Natalia hitched her bag higher and said quietly, “Is it okay if I grab something to eat? I’m kind of starving.”

I stared at her. “Natalia. You’ve been coming to this house for years. You don’t need my permission to make yourself a sandwich.”

“I know. I just…” She shrugged, half laughing at herself. “Habit.”

I didn’t ask which habit she meant.

They ended up at the island with a pile of leftover pasta and a bag of grapes between them, still wearing their gym clothes, and the conversation circled back to where the afternoon had started. Natalia talked with her mouth half full, then stopped herself and swallowed.

“The worst part is nobody there cares,” she said. “I filled out a complaint last month about a different guy, and they basically told me to be more careful about where I stood. Management doesn’t do anything unless somebody crosses a line so badly they can’t pretend not to see it.”

“That’s disgusting,” Sophia said.

“It’s just how it is.” Natalia pushed a grape around her plate. Then, almost offhandedly, without looking at me, she added, “You’re lucky, you know. Your dad actually gives a damn.”

Sophia glanced at me, then back at her friend, and said nothing, which for Sophia was a kind of respect.

“If somebody like him ran a gym,” Natalia went on, so lightly she might have been talking about the weather, “I bet women would actually feel comfortable reporting guys like that. Instead of wondering whether they’d get blamed for causing trouble.”

She went back to her pasta. I didn’t say anything. I stood at the counter with a dish towel in my hand and a fixed, neutral expression, and for no reason I could explain, her words stayed lodged in me like a small stone I couldn’t shake out of my shoe.

* * *

The girls took turns showering after they ate, Sophia claiming the bathroom attached to her room, Natalia disappearing down the upstairs hall toward the guest bathroom with her bag clutched against her chest. I stayed downstairs a while, rinsing plates, then drifted up to the study to look busy.

I wasn’t busy. I sat at my desk with a legal pad in front of me and wrote nothing on it, and what I thought about, to my irritation, was the thing Natalia had said at the island. If somebody like him ran a gym. It was an idle remark, the sort of sentence people say and forget by the next breath, and I told myself that was exactly what it was. I turned my chair toward the window. The sun was starting to set, and the last of the daylight came through the windows, and a neighbor’s garage light came on across the street.

I was almost back to thinking about nothing when I heard it. A sharp crack, like a branch snapping under a boot, followed by a thump against the wall and a muffled string of words that I would not have expected from the polite girl who apologized to my furniture.

I was already on my feet when the voice came through the door. “Dan? Um. Sorry. Could you, uh… come here for a second?”

I crossed the hall. The guest bathroom door stood a few inches open, steam drifting out around the edge of it and carrying the clean, musky smell of whatever soap she had borrowed from Sophia. I knocked on the frame. “Are you okay?”

“I’m okay. Nobody’s hurt. I just broke something.” There was a pause. “Please don’t be mad.”

I pushed the door a little wider. She stood just inside the bathroom, wrapped in a bath towel she was holding tightly closed with one hand, her shoulders still beaded with water, her dark hair wet and heavy against her neck and dripping onto the tile. In the other hand she held a broken length of white-painted wood with a pair of hooks still screwed into it. Behind her, on the wall beside the shower, a ragged hole and two pale scars in the drywall showed where it used to hang. She looked up at me with wide brown eyes and flushed up to her hairline, and for a second neither of us said a thing.

It caught me off guard in a way I wasn’t prepared for. She stood in front of me fresh from the shower with only a towel between us, suddenly, painfully self-conscious, and I was aware of her in a way I couldn’t pretend away. She wasn’t the child who used to come over for elementary-school sleepovers. She was a grown woman, and an exceptionally attractive one, and the towel did nothing to disguise the fact. I did the only decent thing available. I kept my eyes on the broken fixture. “Are you hurt?” I asked again.

“No. No, I’m fine.” The words tumbled out. “I was trying to hang my towel and it just came off the wall and I’m so sorry, I didn’t pull on it hard, I swear, it just, it came apart in my hand. I’ll pay for it. Obviously. I can look up what it costs and…”

“Natalia, relax.”

“…and I can put it on a payment plan, or I can fix the wall myself if you tell me what to buy…”

“Natalia.” I took the piece of wood from her hand, careful not to let my fingers touch hers, and turned it over. The hooks were fine. What had failed was the mounting, the two flimsy anchors that had been shoved into hollow drywall years ago by someone who’d never thought about weight. The screws had simply pulled straight out, dragging little white crumbs of plaster behind them. “You didn’t break anything worth worrying about. The mounting was already loose. It was only a matter of time before it came off. I’ll fix it later this week.”

“But I broke it.”

“The wall broke it. You just happened to be the first person who needed a towel.”

She laughed, and then looked embarrassed about having laughed. “I’m still sorry.”

“It’s a towel hanger,” I said. “It’s not a family heirloom.”

That finally did it. Her mouth twitched, and then she did laugh properly, ducking her head with the hand that wasn’t holding the towel pressed against her forehead. “Okay,” she said. “Okay. I’m being ridiculous.”

“A little.”

“I’m going to get dressed now.”

“That’s a good plan.” I set the broken hanger on the counter, gave her what I hoped was a reassuring nod, and backed out into the hall, pulling the door gently closed behind me.

I stood there for a moment in the calm, steam still ghosting through the gap under the door. Then I walked back to the study and sat down at the desk and found, to my annoyance, that I couldn’t think about anything else.

Part of it was exactly what you’d expect, and I didn’t pretend otherwise. The picture of her standing there, damp and flushed, was not going to dissolve just because I told it to. I’d noticed her last night in a photograph. I’d noticed her again this afternoon in my own front hall. I had a growing suspicion that I’d opened a door in my head without meaning to and wasn’t going to be able to shut it again quite so easily.

But the other part bothered me more. It was how afraid she had been. She hadn’t just been embarrassed. She’d stood there in a towel with a piece of broken wood in her hand and honestly braced herself, as though a cracked bracket were the type of offense that could bring a roof down on her head. She’d offered to pay. She’d offered to put it on a payment plan. For a towel hanger. I knew a flinch when I saw one, and what I’d seen in her face was a reflex someone had spent years building.

When I came back downstairs a little later, the two of them were on the couch in the living room, both freshly dressed and wrapped in blankets, their wet hair twisted up in towels. A bowl of popcorn sat between them. Natalia was in the middle of a story, one leg tucked beneath her, and I slowed my steps at the kitchen doorway without quite deciding to.

“…and then I walked out and told him I broke the towel thing, and he just said it was a bracket. A bracket,” she said, as if the word were the punchline of a very good joke. “If I’d done that at home, my mom would’ve killed me. Like actually killed me. I’d have been hearing about it for a week.”

“That’s insane,” Sophia said, reaching for the popcorn. “That thing was totally loose. I’ve been telling Dad for months.”

“I know. It’s just…” Natalia shrugged. “She’s like that. You break one cup and it’s a whole thing. It’s fine. You get used to it.”

“It’s not fine.”

“I know,” Natalia said, with a small, pacifying smile. “Pass the popcorn.”

I stood in the kitchen doorway with a glass of water I hadn’t drunk and thought about the way she’d watched me and Sophia in the front hall that afternoon, with that faint, wistful, window-glass look. It was starting to make a different kind of sense. There were things my daughter took for granted about having a parent who stayed calm, who forgave small mistakes, who said I’ll come no matter what time it is and meant it. She had never once had to wonder whether she’d be punished for asking. For Natalia it was something she watched from the outside, with the faint, careful longing of a person standing in a doorway she hadn’t been invited to cross.

I drank the water. I didn’t say anything. But I stood there a good while longer than I needed to.

* * *

Natalia excused herself a little after eight to unpack and deal with her hair, announcing that she’d be ten minutes and that nobody was allowed to pick the movie without her. Her footsteps went up the stairs, and she closed the door.

Sophia stayed on the couch with her feet up and the popcorn bowl balanced on her stomach, scrolling through her phone. I came in from the kitchen and sat in the armchair across from her. For a minute I just watched the muted television without seeing it. The thing Natalia had said was still in my head, rattling around, and the question that had hounded me since the phone call that morning had come to sit right beside it.

“Sophia.”

“Mm.”

“What would you think if I opened a gym?”

She laughed, and she didn’t even look up from her phone. “Okay, funny. Are you going to wear the gray shirt with the pocket to the grand opening?”

I didn’t say anything.

She glanced up. I watched her take in my face, the lack of a smirk, the way I was sitting forward with my hands loose between my knees. The smile slid off her expression slowly. She set the phone down on the cushion. The popcorn bowl went onto the coffee table without a sound.

“Wait,” she said, blinking. “You’re actually serious.”

“I’m thinking about it. Seriously enough to ask what you think.”

For about one second she stared at me. Then her entire demeanor changed, like someone had thrown a switch somewhere inside her. She sat up straight, swung her legs off the couch, and planted both feet on the rug.

“Okay,” she said. “Okay, okay, okay. Yes. A thousand percent yes. Do you know how many things I hate about our gym?”

“I have a feeling I’m about to find out.”

“Start with the equipment.” She was already counting on her fingers. “Half the machines are broken or held together with tape. There are two squat racks for like two hundred people, and one of them is always being used as a coat hanger by some guy who never actually squats. Not enough benches. The dumbbells go up to like fifty pounds and then you have to go find the weird dusty corner where they keep the heavier ones. And the trainers, Dad. The trainers. Half of them don’t know anything. One of them told Natalia that lifting heavy would make her bulky and that she should do more cardio.” She mimed an expression of exquisite agony. “She squats more than he does.”

“I can see how that would be a problem.”

“And the locker rooms are gross. Like, super gross. And nobody enforces any rules, so people just do whatever they want. Staring, filming, whatever. You should have places where people can film their workouts without accidentally pointing a camera at some random stranger, because that is a real thing that makes women uncomfortable. A designated area. Good lighting for it, too. Not that horrible flickering fluorescent stuff that makes everyone look like they’ve been sick for a month.” She barely paused for breath. “And staff that women actually want to approach. Not just one guy at the desk who doesn’t look up from his phone. Real people who make you feel like you can say something is wrong and they’ll take it seriously.”

“Anything else?”

“So much else.” Her eyes were bright. “Student memberships. Challenges, like thirty days of something, with prizes. Transformation content. Before and after stories, but done respectfully, not creepy. A real social media presence, with proper branding. And eventually, maybe, a little smoothie and protein bar by the entrance? People would pay for that. I would pay for that.”

I put up a hand. “Take it easy, sweetheart.”

“What?”

“I proposed this thirty seconds ago, and you already seem to be planning the grand opening.”

“That’s because it’s a great idea.” She grinned, entirely unashamed. “I’ve been planning this gym in my head for two years. I just never thought anyone would actually build it.”

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. But underneath the laughter, something was turning over, the way a heavy door turns on a hinge that’s been oiled. Her enthusiasm was infectious, certainly, but it wasn’t only that. What struck me was how much she knew, and how little of it overlapped with what I knew myself.

I understood money. I understood negotiations, leases, property, staffing structures, and the question of whether a business could carry its own weight or would bleed me dry. Those were my languages, and I’d been fluent in them for two decades. But I knew nothing at all about the people I’d be trying to attract. I didn’t know what younger members cared about, how gyms built their reputations in places I never looked, what made a woman choose one place over another, or why a friend would text three other friends to join. Sophia knew all of it. She was studying marketing in school, and she was living it every single day, and she’d just handed me, unasked, the missing half of a business plan I hadn’t realized I was assembling. I had the capital and the discipline. She had the compass.

“You know who would love this?” she said suddenly, leaning forward, her elbows on her knees. “Natalia. She’d absolutely lose her mind. And she could work there.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Work there.”

“Yes.”

“At a gym that doesn’t exist.”

“At a gym that’s about to exist.”

“So you’ve progressed from designing my nonexistent gym to hiring its nonexistent employees.”

“Somebody has to think ahead,” she said primly. “You’re clearly not going to.”

I shook my head, but I was smiling. She waved my reaction away and plowed on, and the thing about Sophia was that when she made a case, she made it with the same careful logic she used to talk me into extending her curfew when she was sixteen.

“Think about it. She’s miserable waiting tables. She hates the hours, the customers are rude to her, the pay is bad, and every month she’s scraping to put something aside for college. She’s serious about training. Like, seriously serious. She knows more about programming and nutrition than half the trainers at our current place. And she’s reliable. Give her responsibility and she’ll never let you down. If she had something steadier, with predictable hours and a better wage, she could actually save. Maybe even start classes.”

“It’s a good case.”

“It’s a great case.”

“It has one flaw.” I rubbed my jaw. “She’s proud about money. You know that. She won’t take a handout. If she thinks I’m creating a job out of pity, she’ll turn it down, or take it and feel miserable about it every day.”

“Agreed. Completely.” Sophia didn’t even blink. “So don’t give her charity.”

“What do you mean?”

“Give her a real job. Expect her to work. Hold her to the same standards as everyone else. And if she’s terrible, fire her.” She spread her hands, the picture of reason. “Problem solved.”

I looked at her for a long moment, my daughter perched on the edge of the couch with her half-dried hair and her ridiculous, brilliant certainty, and I laughed again, quietly this time.

Somewhere in the middle of that conversation, without any announcement, the idea had stopped being a stray thought wandering through my evening. It had edges. It had weight. I could see a building with tall windows and a floor of clean black rubber, hear the dull clank of plates in good racks, and picture a front desk with someone behind it who looked up when you walked in. I had no idea how I’d gotten there. But I could actually picture it, and that was a different thing entirely from imagining it.

Upstairs, a door opened, and Natalia’s footsteps started down the hall.

“Not a word yet,” I said quietly.

Sophia mimed zipping her lips and throwing away the key, wearing the exact expression of a woman who intended to say nothing and would be insufferable about it.

* * *

I made it through the first half of the movie before excusing myself, which was longer than I would have guessed. The girls had settled in under their blankets, Natalia claiming the good corner of the couch exactly as predicted, and neither of them looked up when I said I had a few things to take care of. Sophia gave me a look over the popcorn bowl that I pretended not to see.

Not long after the credits rolled, their voices drifted up the stairs, a burst of laughter and the creak of the guest room door and then a lower murmur that went on and on, the sound of two girls with a great deal to say to each other and all night to say it. Sophia leaned over the banister on her way up. “Don’t stay up all night,” she said, in a perfect imitation of my own voice, and vanished before I could answer.

I took the laptop to the dining table and told myself I was only curious. That was true, for about ten minutes. I typed a few general questions into a search bar, the type a man asks when he wants to feel like he isn’t asking anything at all. How much does it cost to open a gym. What do memberships actually bring in. Then I followed the first link, and the second, and then somewhere in the middle of an article about equipment financing, a quiet part of my brain that had been dormant through the entire divorce stretched itself, cracked its knuckles, and started working.

I looked at membership economics first, because everything else depended on them. The numbers weren’t hard to find, and once I’d found them, they began to arrange themselves into patterns I could read. Monthly fees, retention rates, how many people signed up in January and vanished by March, how much a single dedicated member was worth over three years compared with a flood of casual ones. I moved on to equipment, the real cost of outfitting a floor with proper racks and benches and plate-loaded machines instead of the cheap cardio-heavy clutter that I now understood Sophia had been describing. I read about insurance and liability. I read about staffing ratios and trainer certifications and what a reasonable wage looked like for a front desk in this part of the county. I looked at commercial lease terms, and at renovation costs, and at the competition within a ten-mile radius, noting the ones that looked tired and the ones that were polished but joyless. The legal pad I’d left unused in the study found its way down to the dining table, and by the second hour I’d filled the first page with figures, arrows, and small underlined questions.

It was the strangest feeling. For two years I had been drowning in other people’s agendas, hunched over documents someone else had drafted, answering questions I hadn’t chosen. Now I was asking my own, and the difference felt like the difference between being carried and walking. The analyst in me, the man who had once taken a failing division apart on a whiteboard in an afternoon and put it back together better, was wide awake and a little hungry. I sat there in the lamplight with my reading glasses pushed up on my forehead, the house ticking quietly around me, and realized I was enjoying myself for the first time in longer than I cared to calculate.

Building from scratch looked unnecessarily complicated. Permits, ground-up construction, six months of nothing but expenses before a single member walked through the door. It made far more sense to find something that already existed and tear it down to the studs in my head. So I started searching for existing gyms for sale, and suitable commercial properties that might hold one.

Most of them were immediately dull. A franchise location with a contract that would have tied me to someone else’s brand for a decade. A basement space in a strip mall with a low ceiling and a parking lot the size of a postage stamp. A building in a part of town where no one under sixty would park a car after dark. One listing had an asking price so detached from reality that I laughed out loud, alone at the table, and had to put my hand over my mouth in case I woke the girls. I closed tab after tab. The legal pad filled and I turned to a second page.

Then, a little before midnight, I found it. The listing didn’t look like much at first. An independent gym, family-run by the look of it, with the business and its equipment up for sale. The photographs had been taken on what was probably a phone, in flat overhead light, and every one of them made the place look smaller and sadder than it likely was. The branding was dated, a faded logo in a color scheme that had been fashionable around the time I’d gotten married. The interior hadn’t been touched in years: scuffed floors, stained ceiling tiles, mirrors with the silver flaking at the edges. Some of the equipment clearly needed replacing, and in one photograph a bench had a strip of duct tape across its pad. The business’s social media presence, when I went looking for it, was almost nonexistent, a single page with a few hundred followers and a last post from over a year ago.

But I kept scrolling, and I started to see past the photographs. The location was good, close to the college and several residential neighborhoods, on a road with real traffic and its own parking lot. The space was large, far larger than the photos suggested, with high ceilings and big street-facing windows that nobody had ever thought to do anything with. The bones were all there. Plumbing, locker room framing, a room that could be a sauna, an open floor that could take any layout I could dream up. And the asking price, once I did the math twice, was well within what I could afford. It was a tired place with everything that mattered still in working order, the way an old house can be run-down and still be a wonderful house.

I stopped looking at what the gym currently was. In my head I stripped it back, pulled out the dead equipment, tore off the stained tile, opened the windows to the light. I saw clean rubber flooring and good racks, enough of them, and a bright front desk, and women walking in without that small guarded hitch in their shoulders. The picture came together so quickly and so clearly that it startled me.

Footsteps sounded on the stairs. I looked up just as Sophia padded into the dining room in an oversized T-shirt and bare feet, headed for the kitchen with an empty glass. She had gotten about halfway across the room when she noticed the laptop, and the legal pad, and the equipment supplier’s catalog open in a second window. She stopped dead.

Her grin spread across her face slowly, like sunrise.

“I’m only researching,” I said.

“Uh huh.”

“It’s curiosity. Idle curiosity.”

“Dad.” She came around the end of the table and looked over my shoulder at the screen, at the listing, at the spreadsheet I’d started building in the corner. “Normal curiosity doesn’t usually come with spreadsheets.”

“It’s a very small spreadsheet.”

“It has color-coded columns.” She straightened, folded her arms, and gave me a look of such deep, satisfied vindication that I almost wanted to apologize. “I knew you’d like the idea. I literally said it would take you five minutes.”

“You said no such thing.”

“I said it in my heart.” She filled her glass at the kitchen sink, drank half of it standing there, and refilled it. Then she paused in the doorway and turned back. “Also, just so you know when you start hiring. Natalia gets first interview.”

“Goodnight, Sophia.”

“First interview,” she repeated, pointing at me, and disappeared up the stairs.

The house went still again.

I sat for a while with my hands flat on the table, looking at the listing. That morning I had turned down a comfortable, familiar life because I wanted something new and hadn’t had the faintest idea what that meant. I’d put the phone down in the living room feeling like a man who had thrown away a map and had nothing but open country in front of him. Now, nearly thirteen hours later, I was staring at a run-down building with a dented logo and feeling more interested in a project than I had in months. The feeling was almost physical. It sat low in my chest, like the first minutes of a good workout, when the body stops arguing and starts to move.

I didn’t know whether it was a good idea. I didn’t know whether it was a wise one. I only knew it was mine, and that nobody had handed it to me.

I clicked the inquiry button at the bottom of the page. The form opened, a plain white box with a few blank fields. I typed my name, my number, my email. In the message line I wrote that I was interested in learning more about the business and the property, and that I would like to arrange a viewing at the earliest convenience. I read it over once. It sounded calm and professional, like something a man might send who wasn’t standing on the edge of anything.

My finger hovered over the button for a moment. Then I pressed send.


Chapter 3

Islept about five hours, which was four more than I deserved after the night I’d had with a spreadsheet. When I woke, the light on the ceiling was already the gold of mid-morning, and for a few seconds I lay there with the strange clean feeling of a man who has remembered, before he’s fully awake, that he has something to look forward to. It had been a long time since that had happened. I’d forgotten what it was like.

The noise reached me before I reached the kitchen. A blender shrieked, stopped, shrieked again. A cabinet door slammed. Sophia’s voice rose over all of it, narrating some crisis involving a missing charger, and under her I caught a lower, steadier murmur that I knew belonged to Natalia. The house smelled like toast and coffee and the vanilla shampoo that had apparently migrated from Sophia’s bathroom to my room overnight. After the stillness of the past few weeks, it felt like walking into a room where someone had turned the volume back on.

I got dressed and found them both in the kitchen, and the contrast between them was almost funny. Sophia was in full launch mode, hair half up, one shoe on, a protein bar clamped in her teeth while she dug through her bag with both hands. Natalia sat at the island, already dressed for the day in jeans and a soft gray sweater, her hair brushed out and shining, a mug cupped in both palms. She looked rested. More than that, she looked lighter, as though the weight she’d carried through my front door yesterday had been left somewhere overnight.

“Morning,” I said.

“Morning!” Sophia said around the protein bar, and went back to her bag.

“Good morning, Dan.” Natalia glanced up and then down again. “Sorry, I think I took the good mug.”

“There’s no good mug. They’re all the same mug.”

“Oh.” She looked at it. “Then I took a mug.”

“A solid choice.” I went to the coffee maker and found it full, a fresh pot, which meant one of them had made it before I came down. “Did you sleep okay?”

The question was nothing, a courtesy, the type I’d asked her a dozen times over the years. But her color rose anyway, a quick pink climbing from her collar to her cheekbones, and she studied the surface of the island with sudden interest.

“I did, yeah. Really well. The bed’s really comfortable. I mean, I know it’s just the guest bed, but.” She stopped, laughed at herself, and tried again. “Thank you for letting me stay, again. I feel like I should start leaving a tip.”

“You’ve stayed here more nights than some of my relatives. I’m fairly sure that makes you family.”

“That’s what I keep telling her,” Sophia said, finally extracting a charger from the depths of her bag and holding it up like a trophy. Then she paused, and I watched a thought travel across her face and light up her eyes. I knew that look. It was the look of a girl who had been sitting on a secret for eight hours and had just run out of willpower. “Oh my God, I can’t do it. I can’t hold it in. Natalia. Dad might be buying a gym.”

Natalia blinked. “What?”

“A gym. He’s looking at one. He made a spreadsheet.”

“Sophia, you are not funny at nine in the morning.” Natalia turned to me, looking curious. “She’s exaggerating, right?”

“Partly,” I said. I poured my coffee and leaned against the counter. “I found a small independent place for sale last night. It’s run down, but the location’s good and the building has potential. I sent an inquiry. That’s all so far. I haven’t decided anything, I’m just interested enough to take a look.”

“You’re interested enough to make a spreadsheet,” Sophia said.

“It was a very small spreadsheet.”

“It had tabs.”

Natalia looked from her to me and back again, and I watched the joke fail to arrive. Her lips parted. “You’re actually serious.”

“I’m seriously looking. There’s a difference.”

“There’s really not, though,” Sophia said, and then, with the air of a woman dropping a coin into a fountain, she added, “Also, Natalia already has a job there.”

The glare Natalia gave her could have curdled milk. It was quick and fierce and entirely without malice. Then she turned back to me, flustered, and the words came out in a rush.

“You don’t have to hire me. Seriously. Please don’t think you have to just because I’m Sophia’s friend, or because of the whole thing at the gym yesterday, or because you feel bad. I don’t want you to feel bad. I’m fine, I really am. I have a job.”

I found, to my own mild surprise, that I liked her more for it. It was exactly the answer I’d have predicted, and exactly the one I’d been hoping for.

I knew where it came from. Natalia had always been proud about money, in the way of people who had to be. Sophia’s tuition and rent and groceries were things I could cover without noticing the dent, and she’d never had to think about it. Natalia had finished high school with the same grades and the same ambitions and none of the same options. She hadn’t wanted to bury herself in loans for a degree she couldn’t even name yet, so she’d gone to work instead, carrying plates and counting tips and putting something aside each month. I suspected that some days it felt to her as if she were standing still on a platform while Sophia’s train pulled out. I had never once looked at it that way. But I had never been on the platform, either.

“I’m not offering you a favor,” I said. “I’m not offering you anything yet, because I don’t own anything yet. But if I do buy it, and there’s a position you’re suited for, I’d be happy to give you a chance. It would be a real job, though. I’d expect you to work hard, just like anyone else.”

She stared at me for a moment. Then something in her shoulders let go, and a smile spread across her face. “Okay,” she said. “That’s fair. That’s actually really fair.”

“I thought you might think so.”

“She’d be great at it,” Sophia said, and Natalia threw a grape at her.

My phone buzzed against the counter. I glanced at the screen and felt my pulse tick up a notch. It was a reply from the owner, and it said he’d be happy to show me the property, and that if I was free, he could do it this very afternoon.

I read it aloud. Sophia’s head came up like a hunting dog’s. “Today? I’m coming. Obviously I’m coming. Give me ten minutes to…” She stopped, and her face fell as she remembered what day it was. “Oh. I have class.”

“You do.”

“Two classes. And a quiz.”

“Then I suggest you go and take your quiz.”

“Dad. This is literally the most interesting thing that’s ever happened to us. I could skip one lecture.”

“You’re not skipping class because your father suddenly developed a midlife interest in commercial fitness facilities.”

“That’s exactly the reason I’d skip it for,” she muttered, but she had stopped arguing, which with Sophia counted as surrender. She dragged her bag onto her shoulder and was halfway to the door when she wheeled around and pointed at Natalia, her whole face brightening. “Wait. You’re off today. You told me last night, the restaurant gave you the day. You should go.”

“Me?” Natalia said.

“You know way more about gyms than either of us. Dad’s going to stand there nodding at things and have no idea whether the leg press is a leg press or a piece of modern art. You’d actually know.”

Natalia turned toward me, and the uncertainty in her face was easy to read. But it was something more careful than that. In all the years she’d been coming to this house, I could count on one hand the times she and I had spent any real stretch of time together without Sophia in the room, acting as the bridge. We’d always done our talking through her, around her, over her shoulder. The idea of an afternoon with no one else in it seemed to have landed on both of us at the same moment.

“Would you want to come?” I asked. “I could use someone who can tell me what I’m looking at.”

The pink came back into her cheeks. “Yeah,” she said, and smiled down at her mug. “I’d like that.”

Sophia made a small sound of triumph and crossed the kitchen to throw her arms around me. “I love you,” she said into my shoulder. “Be nice to the old guy. Don’t buy anything stupid.”

“I love you too. Go to class.”

She released me and headed for the door. I caught her by the wrist before she reached it, pulled her back half a step, and kissed her forehead, the way I had when she was six and heading into her first day of school with a backpack bigger than her torso. She rolled her eyes, grinning, and then she was gone, the front door swinging shut behind her.

The kitchen calmed. The coffee ticked in the pot. Natalia turned her mug around once on the granite and looked up at me.

“So,” she said. “When do we leave?”

* * *

The car turned out to be a different country.

I’d driven Natalia places before, plenty of times, to school events and the airport and once to an urgent care when she’d sliced her thumb on a mandoline. But in every one of those memories Sophia had been in the passenger seat, narrating, or in the back, kicking the seat, or in the middle of an argument with her about who got to pick the music. Sophia had always been the current that carried the conversation. Take her out and the car became very quiet, very fast.

Natalia sat with her seat belt buckled and her hands folded in her lap, watching the road slide by through the windshield. She had pulled her hair over one shoulder and she kept smoothing it, a small repeated motion, like someone checking a pocket. The radio murmured something low. I glanced at her once at a red light and she gave me a quick, polite smile and went back to the window.

I found it oddly charming. It was also, I admitted to myself, a little funny. Someone who treated my house as a second home had apparently run out of things to say to the man who owned it, the moment there was no one else around to say them to.

“How’s the restaurant?” I asked, to break the ice.

It worked better than I expected. She took a breath, and I watched her shoulders drop an inch. “Honestly? Okay, I guess. I don’t hate working. I’m not scared of long hours or anything. I like being busy, and some of the regulars are really sweet.” She tucked her hair behind her ear. “It’s just the unpredictability. They post the schedule a few days ahead and then change it. I’ll plan to go to the gym at a certain time and then get called in for a double. And the customers, God. Some of them treat you like you’re furniture that talks. One guy last week sent back a salad because the lettuce was ‘too green.’”

“Too green.”

“I’m not making that up. I stood there and thought, what color did you expect?” She laughed. “And it’s all tips. If it’s a slow week, I make nothing, and then I’m trying to save money and every time I get a little ahead there’s a quiet Tuesday that wipes it out. It feels like running on a treadmill that someone keeps speeding up.”

“That sounds exhausting.”

“It’s fine,” she said automatically, and then, to my surprise, corrected herself. “It’s kind of exhausting. Yeah.”

We were quiet for a block. Then she said, in a smaller voice, looking at her hands, “I always thought Sophia and I would go through everything together. Like, same milestones. We used to plan it when we were kids. We’d room together, we’d pick classes together, we’d both graduate on the same day in matching dresses.”

“That’s a detailed plan.”

“We were very thorough kids.” She smiled faintly, and the smile faded. “And then senior year came, and she was applying places, and I was looking at the tuition numbers, and it was like watching two roads split and neither of us had said anything. She started in the fall. I started my first shift the same week. It was harder than I expected. Watching her go off to campus while I was carrying plates. And I know how that sounds, because it sounds like I’m jealous, and I’m really not. I swear. She’s never been anything but good to me. She’s been so nice to me my whole life, and I don’t ever want her to think I’d resent her for having something I didn’t.”

I kept my eyes on the road and my voice even. “I know the difference between wanting what someone has and resenting them for having it.”

She turned to look at me.

“You can look at a person’s life and feel the ache of it,” I said, “without wishing it away from them. Most people never get that distinction straight. You clearly have.”

For a second she didn’t say anything. Then the tension in her face came apart slowly, like a knot finally finding its slack. “Thank you,” she said. “That’s honestly a relief. I think I’ve been waiting for someone to say that.”

“Then I’m glad I did.”

She pulled one leg up onto the seat, an unselfconscious shift, the first sign she’d stopped sitting like a guest. “I’m not even sure what I’d study. That’s the other part. I keep thinking, if I went now, I’d have to pick something, and I’d be taking out loans for a degree I might switch out of in a year. So I’d rather wait. Save up. Figure out what I want first, and then pay for it with my own money instead of owing somebody for the next twenty years.”

“That’s a lot more sensible than you give yourself credit for.”

“You think?”

“Most people who borrow before they know what they want end up paying for the education and the confusion. You’re skipping the confusion tax.”

She laughed properly this time. “The confusion tax. Can I steal that?”

“It’s yours.”

The conversation loosened after that, the way a tight lid does once the pressure’s out. She told me about a coworker who kept a running tally of how many times customers had said “no onions” and then put onions in anyway. I told her about a vendor who had once mailed me a two-hundred-page contract with a single sentence on the final page that contradicted the first hundred and ninety-nine. We turned onto the main road past the college, and she was pointing out places she liked, a taco stand, a tiny bookstore, the juice bar where Sophia and she had once sat for four hours over a single smoothie because neither would admit they were out of things to say.

Somewhere in the middle of it, she went silent, and I could feel her working up to something. I glanced over. She was biting the inside of her cheek, and her eyes had gone bright and playful.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Depends how bad it is.”

“It’s not bad. It’s just nosy.” She tilted her head. “Now that you’re officially single… have you found anyone special yet?”

I nearly missed the turn.

She burst out laughing, covering her mouth with one hand, her eyes squeezed shut. “Your face.”

“I wasn’t ready for that.”

“I could tell!”

“The divorce has only been final for six weeks,” I said, once I had my composure back. “I haven’t had time to find anyone special. I’ve barely had time to find the TV remote. And apparently Sophia’s already running my dating life.”

“She mentioned it, yeah.” Natalia lowered her hand, still smiling. “She says you should start dating again.”

“Has she been discussing my love life with everyone she knows?”

“Maybe,” Natalia said, with great innocence.

“Natalia.”

“Maybe a little. I mean, her friends talk about you a lot. Not in a weird way,” she added hastily, and then, after a beat, “Or maybe in a slightly weird way. But a good weird way. A harmless one.”

I kept my eyes on the road. “I have no idea how to respond to that.”

“That’s fair.”

“The truth is, no. There isn’t anyone. And I don’t even know whether I’m ready to look yet. It’s strange, being a person who’s supposed to start over.”

She was quiet for a moment, and then she said, “I don’t think you’d have much trouble. Whenever you decide to.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

The pink flooded her cheeks immediately. She folded her hands in her lap and addressed them. “Just that you’re a good guy. You’re kind, and you’re successful, and you…” She paused. “You don’t exactly look bad.”

I didn’t look at her. It seemed safer not to.

“Anyway,” she said, very fast, “I think that’s the exit up here, isn’t it? The gym’s off the next right? Is that where the sign is? I think I see the sign.”

“The next right,” I said.

I let her escape. I took the turn and drove into the lot and parked, and she was out of the car almost before it stopped, fussing with her bag, adjusting her sweater. But the compliment followed me across the asphalt like a coin I’d forgotten I was carrying. You don’t exactly look bad. It was such a small, awkward, unpolished thing to say. And I could not remember the last time something that small had settled so warmly in my chest.

* * *

The gym looked worse in person than it had in the listing, and the strange part was that it made me more interested instead of less.

The photographs had been kind in their flatness. In person, the building sat low and square at the end of a half-empty lot, its sign sun-bleached to the color of weak tea, one letter dangling a little off true. The front windows were tall, which I’d noticed online, but someone had covered most of them with peeling vinyl lettering, advertising a special that had expired some years ago. The glass door stuck on its way open. Inside, the air smelled like old rubber, stale chalk, and a faint sour note of damp towels that no amount of air freshener had managed to bury.

Natalia stepped in behind me and I felt her take it all in without a word. The reception desk was a scarred laminate counter with a cash register that looked like it had been retired from a diner. The carpet was worn through in a path from the door to the counter, a gray-brown trail of ten thousand footsteps. Overhead, half the fluorescent tubes were dim or flickering, throwing the whole room into a tired yellow haze, and a water stain the shape of a continent bloomed across one ceiling tile.

The owner met us at the counter. He was a big man in his late sixties with a barrel chest that had once been the main attraction of the place, a gray crew cut, and forearms like old rope. A framed photograph hung on the wall behind him, a much younger version of himself in a bodybuilding pose, oiled and enormous and grinning. He shook my hand with a grip that still had weight in it and looked at me with a kind of weary courtesy. He had opened the place, he told me, thirty years ago, when independent gyms could survive on loyal regulars and word of mouth. He said it the way you tell people about a house you built, fondly and with a certain defeat, like a man describing a ship that had been sailing a long time and had started taking on water.

“It’s been tough since the big chains moved in,” he said. “I just can’t keep up with it anymore.”

I nodded and said I understood, and I did, up to a point.

He walked us onto the training floor. I kept a half step behind and let him talk, and I watched Natalia out of the corner of my eye as we moved through the room. She walked with her arms crossed lightly over her stomach and her face held in a careful, polite blankness. I could see what it was costing her. The rubber matting was cracked and patched with duct tape. The mirrors along the far wall had lost their silver at the edges in rusty brown ribbons. A row of treadmills stood against the window, two of them with Out of Order signs taped to the consoles in handwriting that looked years old. The squat racks were fine, structurally, but there were only two of them, wedged into a corner as if the room had forgotten them.

When we reached the machine area, I stopped and turned to her.

“What do you think?”

She blinked, clearly not expecting to be asked in front of him. The owner, who had been midway through a sentence about the history of the leg press, paused, and for a moment I saw him decide whether to be amused.

“This one’s obsolete,” Natalia said, tapping the side of a selectorized chest press with her knuckle. Her voice was calm at first and grew steadier as she went. “The pivot’s too low, so it forces your shoulders into a bad angle. Nobody serious is going to use this. These benches…” She crossed to a row of flat benches and pressed down on one pad, which sank under her palm with a soft hiss. “These need to be replaced. The foam’s gone, and the frames look wobbly. The cable station over there hasn’t been maintained at all. See how the cable’s frayed where it feeds through the pulley? That’s a safety problem. But that plate-loaded row machine is actually great, and the leg press is solid. Those could be refinished and kept.”

She stopped, as if hearing herself, and glanced at me. I gave her a small nod, and she went on, pointing out the dumbbell range that stopped too early, the lack of any proper turf, the one decent power rack tucked under a coat of dust.

The owner had stopped talking. He was looking at her now, the type of long assessing stare a man gives when he realizes the conversation has changed shape. “You’ve trained a while,” he said.

“Four years. Seriously for two.”

“Huh.” He rubbed his jaw. “Most kids who come through here don’t know a pulley from a pallet.”

After that, he started addressing some of his answers to her. It was a small shift, nothing I’d have noticed if I hadn’t been watching for it, but it was there.

I turned my attention to the business. I asked how many active memberships there were, and how many he’d lost over the past year, and what the actual monthly revenue looked like once cancellations were counted. I asked about staff, who was paid what and how many hours, and whether any of them were under contract. I asked about maintenance spending, utilities, insurance, and who held title to the equipment, and whether any of it was leased or financed. I asked about the lease on the building, how long it ran, what it cost, and whether the landlord was open to renewal terms. I asked about parking, and about outstanding obligations, and then I asked him to walk me through exactly what was included in the asking price, down to the sign out front. He answered with the unhurried honesty of a man who had stopped trying to impress anyone, and I wrote nothing down. I did not need to.

I felt Natalia watching me. When I glanced up, she looked away fast, but not before I caught it. In all the years she had known me, I had been the dad in the kitchen, the one making dinner or fixing a drawer or telling them both to stop eating the good cheese. She had never seen this version, the one that stood in a failing business and took it apart one question at a time. Her face wasn’t admiring, exactly. It was curious, and a little uncertain, as if she were putting two photographs side by side.

We reached the changing rooms last. The women’s locker room was exactly as bad as I’d feared. The tile was stained, the benches splintering, one shower stall had a curtain held up with binder clips, and a single mirror hung crooked over a sink that dripped. The smell was damp and close. Natalia stood in the doorway for a moment, and I saw the quick tightening in her jaw. I understood then why women didn’t tell their friends about this place.

On our way back toward the front, the owner clapped his hands together and said, amiably, “Well, whoever takes this on will have their work cut out. Though it’ll be a good project if you two are planning on running the place together.”

Natalia turned red from the collar up. “Oh, no, I’m, I’m not, we’re not. I’m just a friend of his daughter’s.”

I laughed, hoping to spare her any further embarrassment. “She’s here to make sure I don’t buy a dump,” I said. “And judging by what we’ve seen so far, I need her.”

“Ah. My mistake.” The old man waved a hand, unbothered.

But a small silence settled over us after that. It was the type that sits at the end of a joke nobody quite finished. Natalia looked at the floor. I looked at the ceiling. The sour smell of old towels hung in the air between us.

By the time we reached the front desk again, I understood the opportunity far better than I had that morning. The gym itself wasn’t worth what he was asking, not by a long way. But the location was excellent, the building had good bones, the plumbing and framing were all in place, and some of the equipment could be saved. More importantly, I could see exactly why the place was failing, and nearly every reason was fixable with money, competent management, and a total overhaul of the way it presented itself. It wasn’t dying of a bad idea. It was dying of neglect.

“I’d like to see your financial records before we talk about an offer,” I told him.

“I’ll send them over today.”

We shook hands. Outside, the afternoon sun was harsh after the dim interior, and the lot had a hot-metal smell. We crossed the asphalt side by side. Natalia kept glancing at me, working up to it, and finally she spoke.

“So… what do you think?”

“I think it’s terrible.”

Her face fell so fast it was almost painful. Her shoulders sank. “Oh.”

“I think it might be exactly why I’m interested,” I added.

She stopped walking. She looked up at me, and slowly, the way a sunrise creeps over a field, she began to smile.

* * *

After the tour was a wrap, we headed into my car. Neither of us had eaten since breakfast, and I found that out when my stomach made an announcement somewhere around the second traffic light.

Natalia looked over, eyebrows raised, and I said, “I think that was a vote.”

“Motion carried,” she said. “I’m starving. I’ve been starving for an hour. I didn’t want to say anything because you were doing your serious businessman thing.”

“My what?”

“Your serious businessman thing. Where you go quiet and look at buildings like they owe you money.”

I laughed and signaled for the next turn. A couple of minutes later we pulled into the lot of a little place I’d driven past a hundred times without ever going in, a squat café with striped awnings and a hand-lettered sign promising soup, sandwiches, and pie. Natalia hesitated with her hand on the door handle, a flicker of the old caution crossing her face. Then she squared her shoulders and got out.

Inside, it was warm and nearly empty, the lunch rush long gone, a radio murmuring in the back. We took a booth by the window. The vinyl seats were cracked and a little sticky, and the menus were laminated and enormous, and the waitress who brought us water called us both hon. Natalia ordered a turkey club and a side of fries, then added a chocolate shake with the subtle defiance of a woman who had been counting macros for months and had decided to cheat. I ordered the soup and a sandwich and a coffee, and when the waitress left, we looked at each other across the table like two people who had stumbled into a day off.

Without the owner droning in the background, without Sophia talking over everything, it felt unexpectedly easy. Her shoulders were down. She had peeled off her sweater and draped it over the seat back, and she sat with one leg tucked beneath her, stirring her water with the straw.

“Can I ask you something kind of personal?” she said.

“You can ask. I’ll tell you if it’s too personal.”

“Why did you leave your old job? Sophia told me you stepped away during the divorce, but I never really understood. You were, like, a big deal. A COO.”

“Former COO.”

“Still counts.”

I turned the coffee cup a quarter turn on its saucer. “At first it was just the divorce. It had taken over everything. I’d sit in a meeting and see numbers on a screen and think, this doesn’t matter, and then I’d go home to the thing that did. So I stepped back. I told myself it was temporary.”

“And now?”

“Now I could go back. Someone called me yesterday, in fact, with an offer. A good one.” I shrugged. “But I don’t think I want it. I keep picturing it, and all I see is the same life I had before, with the same days, just easier. And I think I want something that feels new, not a restoration of the old one.”

She didn’t say anything right away. She looked out the window at the lot, where a delivery truck was backing slowly into a bay, and then back at me.

“I get that,” she said. “More than you probably think.”

“Do you?”

“Yeah. Part of why I want to go to college isn’t even the money. I mean, the money’s part of it. But it’s the other thing, you know? I don’t want waitressing to quietly turn into my whole life just because I never chose anything else. Like one day I’m forty, still carrying plates, and I can’t remember deciding it.” She picked at the edge of her napkin. “I’m not saying it’s a bad job. It’s honest work. I just don’t want it to be the default. I want to pick.”

“That’s a good reason.”

“It’s the only one I’ve got.” She smiled at the napkin. “It sounds dumb when I say it out loud.”

“It doesn’t,” I said. “It sounds like exactly the right thing to worry about.”

The food arrived, and for a while we just ate. Her fries were hot and she shared them without being asked, pushing the basket to the middle of the table. The soup was surprisingly good. Somewhere in the middle of her sandwich she looked up, wiped her fingers on a napkin, and the mischief came creeping back into her face.

“So,” she said. “Back to the other thing.”

“What other thing?”

“You know what other thing.”

“I truly don’t.”

“The single thing.” She sipped her shake, eyes bright over the straw. “I’m just saying. You’re newly free, you’re about to buy a gym. It’s like the start of a movie.”

“Why are you so interested in this?”

“I’m not interested,” she said, much too quickly. “I’m curious. It’s different. Sophia talks about it constantly, and I just, I pick things up.”

“Sophia isn’t sitting at this table.”

She opened her mouth, closed it, and then laughed, covering her face with both hands. “Don’t make it weird.”

“I’m not making it weird.”

“You’re making it a little weird.”

“I’m just observing the facts.”

“The facts are very unhelpful,” she said through her fingers.

I left it there, and she lowered her hands and went back to her sandwich, still pink. But I sat across from her with my coffee cooling and realized that I was enjoying her. I meant that plainly. She was different alone. She was quieter than the version I knew from my kitchen, where she and Sophia fed each other jokes at high speed, but she was also more thoughtful, less on stage, and when she did relax, she turned out to be genuinely funny, in a dry, offhand way that crept up on you. I had known her for years, and I was only now meeting her.

She set down her shake and tilted her head. “Can I ask one more?”

“You’ve been asking a lot.”

“Have you ever thought about dating someone younger? Like, a bigger age gap?”

The question landed lightly, delivered casually, her eyes on the fries. Something in my chest did a slow turn.

“Maybe,” I said.

I hadn’t planned to say it. It simply came out, and the moment it did, I saw her look up. For a second our eyes held. It was nothing, a flicker, the kind of glance two people trade and neither mentions. But I saw her differently in that instant. She was a young woman sitting across from me, curious and brave and a little breathless, and the thought I’d spent two days tucking away stepped forward and stood in the light.

“I think you deserve someone who’s kind to you,” she said quietly. “Like, really kind. Not like…” She stopped. “Not like my mom is. I mean, not that your ex is like my mom. I just mean someone who actually treats you well.”

I noticed that she’d said the first part to me and the last part to herself.

“How are things at home?” I asked. “With your mother, I mean. After the other night.”

She smiled. But I’d spent enough years reading people across a negotiating table to recognize the difference between a smile and a shield. Her eyes didn’t change.

“It’s okay,” she said. “It’s just how it is. We’re sort of in a ceasefire.”

“That doesn’t sound okay.”

“It’s not terrible.” Then she looked at me, and the shield slipped a little. “It’s really sweet of you to care, though. Honestly. Most people don’t ask.”

Her voice caught on the last word, and she looked away, blinking quickly at the window. I wanted, very badly and very suddenly, to reach across the table. I didn’t. I let the quiet sit and asked the waitress for more coffee instead, and a moment later Natalia was laughing again about something Sophia had once done with a trampoline.

Our phones buzzed at the same time as we were paying. Mine was a string of messages, each in capital letters, from Sophia. ARE YOU STILL THERE. NATALIA SENT ME PICTURES. PLEASE TELL ME YOU’RE NOT ACTUALLY BUYING THAT PLACE. Natalia glanced down at hers, and a guilty look crossed her face.

“What did you do?”

“Nothing.”

“Come on.”

She held up her phone. It was a thread of photographs, taken surreptitiously during the tour: the dripping sink, the binder-clip shower curtain, the water stain on the ceiling, the crooked mirror, each one captioned in escalating disbelief. Underneath, Sophia had responded with a flood of skulls and screaming faces. They had apparently been mocking the changing rooms in real time while Sophia was supposed to be paying attention in class.

“You’re a terrible influence on my daughter,” I said.

“We’ve been best friends since elementary school,” Natalia said, tucking the phone away with great dignity. “It’s way too late for you to do anything about it.”

* * *

Natalia directed me through her neighborhood in short, quiet phrases. Left at the light. Past the laundromat. Second right, then the one after that. I noticed how the streets changed the farther we drove from the college. The trees thinned out. The lawns went from trimmed to merely tolerated.

I had dropped her off at the end of her street a handful of times over the years, always after dark and always with Sophia chattering in the back seat, and in all those times I had never looked at the place properly. Tonight, if it could be called tonight, there was still enough daylight to see everything.

It was a small house, one story, the color of old oatmeal. The paint had peeled in long curling strips along the front, and the porch sagged at one corner, propped on a cinder block somebody had once meant as a temporary fix. A mailbox leaned on its post like a man who had given up arguing with the wind. The front lawn was more weeds than grass, though someone had clearly tried to keep it in order, because a neat border of marigolds ran along the base of the porch, bright orange against the faded siding. They were the only cheerful thing on the property, and they looked like they were being held up by sheer stubbornness.

A dented sedan sat in the driveway. A curtain in the front window shifted, then went still.

I pulled up to the curb and put the car in park. The engine ticked. Natalia didn’t reach for the door handle right away. She sat with her bag in her lap and her hands folded on top of it, looking at her own house the way you look at a test you’re about to take.

“That’s home,” she said, with a crooked smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

“It looks like it’s been taken care of,” I said, which was true. The marigolds had told me so.

“My mom does those.” Her smile warmed a degree. “She’s pretty serious about them. She says if she can keep one thing alive on this street, it might as well be pretty.”

I turned in my seat so I could see her properly. “Natalia. Are you sure you’re okay? About going in?”

We’d talked about her mother back at the café, but she’d brushed off most of my concerns. Now that I was sitting outside her house, I wasn’t entirely comfortable leaving her here. I hoped she’d tell me if things were worse than she’d let on.

She let out a breath, and her shoulders dropped half an inch. “I think so,” she said. “It’s been quiet for a day and a half, which is basically a peace treaty. She’ll probably ask where I was and I’ll say with friends, and she’ll say that’s nice, in the voice that means it isn’t. Then we’ll eat dinner and not talk about anything.” She tilted her head. “It’s okay. I’ve gotten really good at it.”

“That’s not the same as being okay.”

“No,” she admitted. “It’s not.” She looked at me, and something behind her eyes relaxed. “You know, you’re really sweet. I don’t think you know how rare that is.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I said nothing, and she seemed to take the silence as an invitation.

“I mean it.” She fiddled with the strap of her bag. “I’ve been thinking about it all day. The way you talked to that guy at the gym, how you asked me what I thought like it actually mattered. Nobody does that. Not at work, not at home.” Her cheeks pinked. “I just wanted you to know I noticed. And I hope… I really hope that if you do buy that place, that someday I get to work for you. For real. I’d be good at it. I’d work so hard.”

She said it with such sincerity that I felt something in my chest give way. It was the simple pleasure of being seen by someone who hadn’t been asked to look. She sat there in the dimming light with her hair falling over one shoulder and her hands twisting her bag strap, and she was so soft around the edges, so entirely herself, that I smiled before I could stop it.

“I don’t doubt it for a second,” I said.

Her whole face lit up. She ducked her head, laughing at herself, and tucked her hair behind her ear.

“I should go in,” she said. “Sophia’s coming over later. We’re ordering pizza, probably. She’s going to want a full report on the Terrible Gym.”

“Tell her I said it’s even worse than she imagines.”

“She’ll be thrilled.” She opened the door and the sounds of the street drifted in, a dog barking somewhere, a screen door slapping. She paused with one foot on the pavement. “Thank you for today, Dan.”

“Go have fun with her,” I said. “You earned it.”

She smiled one last time, hitched her bag higher on her shoulder, and got out.

I should have driven off then. A man with any sense would have put the car in gear and left her to her evening. Instead, I sat with my hands on the wheel and watched her walk up the cracked path toward the sagging porch. She was still wearing her jeans and the soft gray sweater, nothing special, nothing designed to be noticed. And I noticed anyway. The sway of her hips under the denim, the easy strength in the way she moved, the curve of her waist where the sweater lifted slightly as she reached for the screen door. The sun caught her hair, turning it the color of dark honey, and I felt a pull in my chest that I hadn’t felt in a very long time, so sharp and so unexpected that for a second I forgot to breathe. It arrived with a heat in my body and a quiet voice in my head that said, plainly, you want her.

I looked away and stared at the dashboard.

She was nineteen. She was my daughter’s best friend, a girl who had slept in my guest room and eaten my cereal and called me Dan in that polite, careful voice since I’d met her. She worked, or would soon work, for me. There were so many reasons that thought was a mistake that I could have listed them like items on a contract. I told myself so, firmly, the way you tell a dog to sit.

Behind me, the screen door creaked open, and when I glanced up, the curtain in the front window was moving again. Natalia stood at the threshold with her back to me, her shoulders squared. She lifted one hand and waved without turning around, the way you do when you know someone is watching. Then she went inside, and the door closed.

I pulled away from the curb and drove home with the radio off.

* * *

The email from the owner had arrived while I was on the road. I knew because my phone had buzzed three times against the cup holder, a staccato little reminder that the day wasn’t finished with me yet. By the time I let myself into the house, the kitchen was dark and quiet, Sophia’s bag nowhere in sight. I figured she’d already gone to meet Natalia. I poured a glass of water, took my laptop to the dining room table, and opened the attachments.

There were three documents: a profit and loss statement for the past three years, a membership roster with join and cancellation dates, and a spreadsheet of expenses that someone had clearly assembled by hand. I put on my glasses and settled in.

I’d done this a thousand times in my career. The ritual is always the same. You start by looking for what the numbers say, and then you look for what they’re hiding, and then you look for the story between them. A set of financials is a biography written in a language that doesn’t flatter anyone. I opened the membership roster first, because everything depended on it, and watched the line go down.

It went down steadily, year over year, a slow bleed rather than a collapse. The previous three years told it clearly. Peak enrollment had been respectable, then eroded by a few dozen members every quarter, and the cancellation notes, when the owner had bothered to record them, were a catalog of the same complaints. Equipment out of order. Not enough racks. Dirty. Moved to the new place across town. Felt uncomfortable. That last one appeared more than once.

The expense sheet told the second half of the story. Maintenance spending had dropped sharply two years back and stayed low, which explained the duct tape and the dead treadmills. Utilities were bloated, the building was inefficient, and there were three equipment leases I’d have to buy out or assume. The insurance premium was a little too low for the actual risk, the kind of thing that works fine until the day it doesn’t. Payroll was thin, mostly part-timers, one full-time trainer who had probably stayed on from loyalty. And the lease on the building itself was reasonable but expired in eighteen months, with an option to renew that nobody had yet exercised.

I worked through it for hours. The light in the dining room faded, and I turned on the lamp. The house settled around me. At some point I got up and made a sandwich I barely tasted, and then I returned to the numbers and began running scenarios. What it would cost to gut the floor and refit it properly. What the equipment I’d need would run, new and used. What the renovation would add if I took the sauna seriously, and the locker rooms, and the lighting, which was a bigger expense than anyone ever expected. What a competent front desk and a handful of qualified trainers would cost. What I would need to charge, and what I’d need to retain, to make the place stand up on its own.

The conclusion was not subtle. The business as it stood was not worth the asking price. Not close. A buyer who paid what he wanted and ran the place as-is would watch it die slowly in his hands. And bringing it up to the standard I was imagining, the standard Sophia had described in the living room with her fingers ticking off the list, would take real money on top of the purchase.

But the space was good. The location was excellent. And the thing I kept coming back to, at the bottom of every spreadsheet, was that every reason for the failure was the type of thing money and attention could fix. Nobody had been robbed or lied to. Nobody had mismanaged a fortune. A tired man had run a good space past its time, and a new owner who understood both money and people could turn it around. The risk was real, but it was the risk of effort, not of ruin, and I understood effort.

I realized, with a small jolt, that I wanted it. Not because the numbers demanded it. Because I could see it, the clean floor, the open windows, the women walking in without that guarded hitch in their shoulders, and I wanted to be the one who built it.

I sat back and rubbed my eyes. Then I started drafting the offer.

I went below asking, comfortably below, enough to reflect what the place was actually worth rather than what the owner remembered it being worth. But I structured the terms to give him something he’d value more than the extra money: speed and certainty. A short due diligence window, a fast close, no financing contingency, a clean break. I knew from the tour that he was tired. He had the weary look of a man who wanted to be done more than he wanted to be paid, and I thought that would count. I sent the offer a little after eight, with a polite note and a deadline of the following afternoon.

His reply arrived inside an hour, a counter that split the difference, a little higher than I’d proposed but still well below his number. I considered it. I countered back, adding a modest concession on the closing date, a courtesy that cost me nothing and gave him the dignity of having negotiated. He took twenty minutes to answer. When the response came, it was two words.

Deal accepted.

I stared at the screen. Then I laughed, alone in my dining room at ten at night with a cold sandwich plate at my elbow. The confirmation sat there in my inbox, plain and white, and the strangest thing was how satisfying it felt. A few days ago I had been standing in an empty closet, looking at hangers that held nothing, wondering what a man did with the second half of his life. Now, assuming the paperwork closed without incident, I was buying a gym.

My first impulse was to tell someone, and my second was to tell Sophia and Natalia, in that order, which was not the order I would have chosen if I’d thought about it. I opened my messages and found Natalia’s name at the top, and I was about to write to her first, simply because she had spent the day helping me evaluate the place and deserved to hear it before anyone, when I noticed she had already written to me.

It was a message from an hour ago, short and unadorned. Hope you’re having a good night. Just wanted to say thanks again for today.

That was all. Nothing in it needed an answer. But I read it twice, and then I realized I was smiling like an idiot at my own phone. It was such a small, unnecessary thing, a message sent into the dark for no reason except that she had been thinking about me. I found that disarmingly sweet. She’d probably typed it at her kitchen table with Sophia teasing her over her shoulder, and I could imagine her cheeks going pink as she hit send.

I wrote back: The offer was accepted. I’m buying the gym.

The reply came almost before I’d put the phone down.

WHAT

A second message followed, and then a third, rapid-fire, in a style I could picture as clearly as if she’d been standing in front of me, bouncing slightly on her toes.

Are you serious???

Dan

DAN

You actually did it?? I can’t believe you actually did it

I laughed out loud. I typed: Signed, sealed, and about to be delivered. Well. Pending paperwork. But yes.

My phone lit up with a stream of exclamation points, and a string of those little celebratory emojis, and a message that said, simply, I’m so happy for you, I’m literally shaking. Then, before I’d thought it through, my thumbs moved on their own.

Want to be my first employee?

I sent it, and immediately regretted how abrupt it sounded.

Three dots appeared. They disappeared. They appeared again. I watched the screen and felt my pulse climb for no good reason. The silence stretched long enough that I started to wonder whether I’d made things awkward, whether she was scrambling for a polite way to turn down a man who had just offered his daughter’s friend a job on a whim after a single afternoon. I was reaching for the phone to soften it when her answer came through.

I’d love to.

I let out a breath.

I typed carefully. This is a real job, Natalia. Not a favor. You’d be working, and I’d expect you to be good at it.

Her response was fast. That’s exactly why I’m saying yes.

I looked at those words for a moment, and my chest did that warm, unsteady thing again. Then I closed the thread, because my heart was doing something it had no business doing at ten o’clock on a weeknight, and called my daughter.

She picked up on the second ring. “Dad? Oh my God, Natalia just told me! Did he really say yes? Did you actually get the gym?”

“He said yes.”

The scream that came through the speaker was loud enough that I had to hold the phone away from my ear. Somewhere behind her I heard Natalia shouting too, and the muffled thump of what sounded like two grown women jumping on a mattress. “Dad! Oh my God! Dad! You bought a gym! You bought an actual gym!”

“I haven’t bought it yet. We have to close. There’s paperwork, inspections, and…”

“I don’t care! You’re going to own a gym!” She seemed to have wandered into another room, because her voice echoed slightly. “Okay. Okay, we need a name. And a logo. And a color palette, because the current one is a crime. I’m thinking black and white with one bold accent, maybe a deep green or a warm gold, something that feels premium but not intimidating. And we need to redo the whole entrance. Floor-to-ceiling windows, so people can see in and it doesn’t feel like a cave. And an opening-day event, with a giveaway, and influencers, and…”

“Sophia.”

“…and a founding member rate. The first hundred sign-ups get locked in for a year. People love that. And I’m going to make a teaser campaign, like a countdown, with those blurry glimpses of the construction…”

“Sweetheart, slow down.”

“I can’t, I’m too excited!” She was nearly out of breath. “Also, Dad. I’m already texting Mia and Chloe. They’re going to lose their minds. They both want jobs, by the way. Or at the very least they said they’re going to join the second the doors open. Mia says she’ll work the smoothie bar for free if you put one in, and Chloe wants to run the social account with me, and honestly, they’d both be great.”

I leaned back in my chair, and for a moment I didn’t say anything.

Mia and Chloe. I could picture them both without effort. And they were just the beginning, weren’t they? Since Sophia had started college, a steady parade of her friends had passed through my house, laughing in my kitchen, drifting through the hall in their workout clothes, lying out beside my pool. Most of them were gorgeous, with the glossy polish of young women who took their bodies seriously and posted about it. They were fit, social, and fluent in the language of cameras and followers, and more than a few of them had made a game of teasing their friend’s newly single father in a tone that Sophia had finally forced me to hear. Now I was about to own a building where those same women might spend half their lives.

The thought was distracting enough that I had to physically set it aside. I rubbed the bridge of my nose.

“Dad? You still there?”

“I’m here. I’m just trying to keep up.” I cleared my throat. “I haven’t even bought the business yet. The offer was accepted an hour ago. We still have inspections, lease arrangements, permits. There’s an enormous amount of work ahead before anyone gets a smoothie bar.”

“I know,” Sophia said happily. “That’s the fun part.”

She said goodnight in a flurry of kisses and exclamation points and promises to start drafting a brand deck first thing in the morning. The line went quiet. I sat in the lamplight, looking at the empty plate and the glowing laptop.

My phone buzzed against the table. I picked it up. Natalia. A single line. So when do we start?

I read it, and a smile spread across my face. I thought about the stained ceiling tile and the dead treadmills and the binder-clip shower curtain, about the long list of work waiting for me in the morning, and about a young woman who had asked to be taken seriously. For the first time in months, I was already looking forward to tomorrow.


Chapter 4

Sophia took the passenger seat as if she’d been awarded it in a ruling. She had her phone out before I’d cleared the driveway, thumb moving down a column of photographs, and by the second turn she had started narrating them to me like a curator who didn’t trust her audience.

“Okay, look at this one. Warm wood, black metal, plants. Real plants, Dad, not the dusty plastic kind. This is what a gym looks like when someone actually cares.” She swiped. “And this one has good mirrors. Floor to ceiling, no weird wavy distortion. You know how in some places the mirrors make you look like you’re standing inside a spoon?”

“I’ve noticed that about the current place.”

“Exactly. Do not let the contractors turn it into another boring gray box with fluorescent lighting. I’m serious. They’ll try. They always want to make everything gray because gray doesn’t show dirt and it’s cheap and nobody gets fired for choosing it.”

“You sound like you’ve negotiated with contractors before.”

“I watch a lot of renovation videos.” She said it with dignity. “It’s research.”

I laughed and kept my eyes on the road. It was a clear Saturday morning, the sky scrubbed pale blue, and the college neighborhood still had that sleepy weekend look, joggers drifting past in twos, a man hosing down a driveway in his bathrobe. Sophia was free until Monday, which was precisely why I’d picked today. The closing had gone through earlier in the week without a hitch, and the keys were sitting in my pocket, heavier than they had any right to be. The real renovation would be handled by professionals, people with licenses and insurance and opinions about load-bearing walls. But before I handed anyone a blueprint or signed a single approval, I wanted to hear from the people I couldn’t afford to ignore.

That was the plan, anyway. I was forty-five years old. The members I wanted to attract were not forty-five. They were twenty, twenty-one, scrolling through photographs like the ones on my daughter’s screen, and deciding in about four seconds whether a place felt like somewhere they belonged. I could read a lease and a balance sheet. I could not read a room the way they could, and I’d had enough experience with being confidently wrong to know the difference. So I’d asked Sophia, and Sophia had asked Natalia, and somewhere in that chain two more names had been added, and I had said yes before I’d thought about what it meant to spend a Saturday with four young women and a clipboard.

“Mia and Chloe are meeting us there,” Sophia said, as if she’d followed the thought. “Mia’s already sent me nine messages about what she’s wearing. Don’t react to anything she says. She’s in a mood.”

“What kind of mood?”

“The kind where she says things on purpose to see what you do.”

“That sounds like her usual mood.”

“It’s a slightly upgraded version.” She grinned at me over the top of her phone.

* * *

The sign out front still dangled its crooked letter, and the peeling vinyl still clouded the tall front windows, but in the morning light the building looked less like a failure and more like a decision waiting to be made. Natalia was standing near the front door, one shoulder against the brick, her phone in her hand. Mia and Chloe stood a few feet from her, and all three turned as I pulled into the lot.

I’d known Mia and Chloe for years, long enough that their presence at my house had stopped registering as an event. They’d slept on my couches, argued about movies in my living room, and lounged beside my pool in the summer. I had never once been asked to give either of them any kind of advice.

Mia came toward the car first, and she’d clearly dressed with intent. At twenty years old, she was a fit brunette with a bold, open face and a smile that arrived a half second before the rest of her, and she had on high-waisted black leggings and a snug cropped top the color of sand, her hair pulled into a sleek high ponytail. The leggings did a lot of work. She had the kind of curves that came from squats and sheer genetic luck, and she moved like someone who had never once worried about where people were looking. Chloe followed a step behind, blonde and soft-featured, and also in her twenties, in pale pink leggings and a matching fitted top, her hair falling loose over her shoulders. Where Mia looked polished and provocative, Chloe looked sweet and almost shy, small and curved and lovely, with a dimple that showed when she smiled, and she was smiling now.

“Dan!” Mia threw her arms around my neck before I’d closed the car door, pressing herself against me with a warmth that lasted a beat longer than a friendly hug required. She smelled fresh and youthful. “Look at you. Gym owner. Very distinguished.”

“Hello, Mia.”

“Hi, Dan,” Chloe said, and hugged me next, her arms looping around my waist. She stepped back with pink cheeks and a look I couldn’t quite name. Then Natalia came forward, a little more tentative, in gray leggings and an oversized white tee knotted at her hip, and she gave me a brief, bright hug of her own that smelled like vanilla and fresh air.

“Morning,” she said, smiling up at me.

“Morning. Thanks for coming, all of you.” I held up my phone. “Here’s how this works. I’m taking notes. You walk me through everything you’d change, and I’ll write it down and ask questions when I don’t understand. I’m paying professionals to do the actual work, but I want you to tell me what’s broken first.”

“Everything,” Mia said cheerfully.

“Start with the entrance,” Sophia said, “because it’s the worst.”

I unlocked the door, which stuck again, and we went in.

Within five minutes, I was struggling to keep up. They all spoke at once, and the stained ceiling tile and cracked carpet and scarred laminate counter seemed to unleash something in each of them. Sophia stood in the middle of the reception area and attacked it from every angle, the counter, the logo, the lack of anything welcoming, the way the first thing a visitor saw was a cash register older than she was. “The branding is a crime. We need a clean look. Something people will want to photograph.” Chloe tilted her head back and frowned at the ceiling. “The lighting is so harsh. It makes everyone look tired. And those mirrors,” she said, pointing, “are hung at weird heights, so if you’re shorter than average you can’t even see yourself properly.”

“Thanks, Chloe, that’s me,” Sophia muttered.

Mia wrinkled her nose. “Can nobody else smell this? It’s like a wet gym bag, plus the ghost of a thousand protein shakes. The ventilation is dead. And the whole atmosphere is dead. Nobody wants to work out somewhere that feels like a bus station.”

Natalia had wandered toward the training floor, and when I caught up she was crouched by a bench, running her thumb along a cracked seam. “You can’t program anything here,” she said. “The racks are jammed in a corner, the dumbbells stop too early, and there’s nowhere to do hip thrusts without somebody walking behind you. And the bar storage is a safety problem. People are going to trip on plates.”

I typed it all into my phone, thumbs flying, stopping every few seconds to ask what something meant. Why did mirror height matter? Because if you couldn’t see your form, you couldn’t correct it, Natalia explained, and Chloe added that it was also about confidence, because nobody wanted to feel like they were being looked at while they couldn’t look back. What was a filming area? A designated spot, Sophia said, where members could record their workouts without accidentally catching strangers in the background, which happened constantly and made women uncomfortable. Why water stations instead of one fountain? Because a single fountain meant a line, and a line meant staring, and staring was a problem.

The list grew. Better lighting, cleaner lines, proper ventilation, good mirrors, water stations, phone charging points near the benches, more stretching space, a filming zone, and an entrance that looked inviting on someone’s feed. They didn’t agree on half of it, which turned out to be more useful than unanimous complaints. Sophia argued for an open, airy layout. Natalia wanted dedicated zones so people could train without being crossed in front of. Mia thought the energy mattered more than the floor plan, and Chloe thought it was all in the small details, the soap, the towels, a place to set your bag down.

It struck me, standing there, how differently each of them saw the same room. Sophia thought in terms of experience and image, what a place made you feel and what you’d post about it. Natalia thought in terms of training, whether you could actually get better there. Mia read the social atmosphere, the confidence, who owned the space. Chloe noticed comfort, the little things that told you someone had thought of you. Between the four of them, I was getting a whole customer.

Mia and Chloe made sure I didn’t get too comfortable. Whenever I looked up from my screen, one of them had drifted a little closer, or said something that wasn’t strictly about equipment. “I’d hate to see what you’d do with a budget, Dan,” Mia said, leaning over my shoulder to read my notes. “Very impressive typing.”

Chloe asked, entirely innocently, whether gym owners got to pick the music, and whether I’d take requests, and held my gaze with her green eyes until I looked away first. Sophia watched all of it with delight. “Don’t mind them,” she said. “They’re just excited about the sauna.”

“I didn’t realize a sauna was that exciting.”

“You have no idea.”

We worked our way back through the facility, past the dead treadmills and the dusty row of machines, down a corridor that smelled of damp tile and old chlorine. At the far end, two doors faced each other, the men’s on the left and the women’s on the right. Sophia got there a half step ahead of the rest of us, spun around, and planted herself across the entrance of the women’s locker room with her arms spread wide, like a crossing guard in a very small and very serious army.

“Sorry, Dad,” she said gravely. “I’m afraid your ownership privileges stop at this door.”

I considered the situation for a moment, the way I’d once considered difficult counterparties across a conference table, and found that I had very little leverage.

“The gym is closed,” I said. “Nobody is changing in there. I’m paying to renovate the room you’re refusing to let me inspect.”

“Technicalities,” Sophia said.

“It’s my gym.”

“It’s our building.” Mia stepped up beside Sophia and folded her arms, the picture of solidarity, her ponytail swinging. “And it’s the principle of the thing. A man cannot simply walk into a women’s locker room because he holds the deed.”

“I have the keys, and I’m paying for the renovations. That ought to count for something.”

“Dan.” Chloe laid a hand on my forearm, her eyes wide and grave, and lowered her voice as though breaking terrible news. “We could all be naked in there right now.”

I turned around so fast I nearly hit the wall. Behind me, the four of them burst out laughing, Mia the loudest, Sophia doubling over with her hands on her knees, and even Natalia made a small helpless noise that she tried to bury in her sleeve. I stood facing the corridor with my phone held at chest height like a shield and my face doing something I couldn’t control.

“Oh my God, he actually turned around,” Mia gasped.

“It was a reflex.”

“It was adorable,” Chloe said.

A hand closed on my elbow. Sophia, still wiping her eyes, towed me about-face and through the door. “You’re ridiculously easy to mess with,” she said. “It’s a real problem. We’re going to have to fix it before you meet any vendors.”

The room beyond was exactly as bad as I remembered, only worse in daylight. The tile was stained in long brown streaks beneath the sinks. The benches were warped, one splintered along the edge, and the lockers lined the walls in dented rows with doors that hung at slightly different angles, like a mouthful of crooked teeth. The overhead light buzzed and flickered, and the single mirror still hung crooked above its dripping sink. The binder clips were still holding up the shower curtain. I stood in the middle of it all and felt a pang of embarrassment on behalf of every woman who had ever changed there.

“Who designed this?” Sophia said, voicing the question I’d been asking myself. “Seriously. Somebody who never once used a women’s changing room.”

“It feels like an afterthought,” Chloe agreed. She stood by the lockers, running a finger along a rusted hinge. “There’s nowhere to sit that isn’t wet, no hooks for your stuff, and you’d have to hold your bag in your teeth just to take off your shoes.”

I took notes. Larger lockers with proper locks. More hooks, wider benches, softer lighting, full-length mirrors on more than one wall. Mia pointed out that the showers had no real privacy, just a gap you could walk through, and that nobody wanted to feel exposed to the entire room just to rinse off. Natalia added quietly that a place to leave wet gear would help, and a shelf for toiletries, and a mat that wasn’t slippery.

Mia was standing a little closer than the conversation required. I became aware of it when she leaned past me, one hand braced against the wall, to show me the spot where she’d put the larger mirrors, and her shoulder pressed lightly against my arm. “Here,” she said, tracing the air in front of us. “Floor to ceiling, so you can actually check your whole outfit. You’d be amazed how much that matters.” Her face was about a foot from mine. I typed wall mirror, full height into my phone with great concentration.

“Dan,” Chloe said sweetly, appearing at my other side. “Are you taking requests for luxury showers? Like the rainfall kind? With the good pressure?”

“I’m taking notes on all the requests.”

“Then put me down for the rainfall kind. For research.”

“Duly noted.”

“They’re doing this on purpose,” Sophia told me, entirely unbothered, leaning against a locker with a grin that suggested she was enjoying the show. I noticed, though, that Natalia had drifted toward the far wall. Whenever Mia or Chloe got particularly bold, she seemed to go silent, studying a crack in the tile or a hinge on a locker with an interest the hinge didn’t deserve. I filed it away without examining it.

The sauna was tucked behind the showers, behind a door that stuck almost as badly as the front entrance. I had to put a shoulder to it. Inside, the air was stale and warm with the ghost of old heat, and the little room was small, maybe eight feet by ten, lined with cedar benches that had weathered to a dull gray. A wire-caged bulb hung overhead. The heater sat in a corner, a squat black box with its rocks in a metal cage, and when I flipped the switch, it hummed into life with a reassuring tick.

“It works,” Natalia said, sounding surprised.

“The old owner barely mentioned it in the listing,” I said. “I figured it was a lost cause.”

“Don’t you dare take it out.” Natalia stepped inside and laid her palm flat on one of the benches. “After a hard lower-body day, this is exactly what you want. Somewhere to recover. Heat helps with soreness, and honestly it helps with sleep. People pay extra for this.”

“It makes the whole membership feel more premium,” Chloe said. “Like you’re getting a little spa with your workout.”

Sophia was already half in her marketing brain, her eyes distant. “Oh, we can do so much with this. Before and after content. A little recovery corner outside, with towels and cold water and maybe some tea. And a sign that says something like…” She waved her hand. “I’ll think of it.”

Mia leaned against the doorframe with her arms crossed, her head tilted, a slow smile creeping across her face. “So who supervises the sauna sessions? Is that included with the owner’s package?”

“Mia,” Sophia said, not even turning around. “Stop hitting on my father for five minutes.”

I waited for the denial. I kept typing, waiting for it. Mia simply held my eyes over Sophia’s shoulder and went on smiling, and the denial didn’t arrive. It caught me more off guard than the joke itself. I coughed and looked at my phone.

New benches and finishes. Better lighting outside the door. Improved showers. Cleaner relaxation area. I read the list back to myself and shook my head. “You realize you’re all rapidly increasing my renovation budget.”

“That’s what investors are for,” Mia said.

“I’m the investor.”

“Then you’re doing great.”

* * *

By the time we returned to the main floor, the sun had climbed high enough to send long bars of light across the cracked rubber, and I’d made up my mind about the next part. I had been listening to all four of them, and I’d learned a lot. But there was one voice I wanted to hear without interruption.

“Natalia,” I said.

She looked up from where she’d been inspecting a frayed cable. “Yeah?”

“Stop thinking like my employee for a minute. Pretend you train here every single day. What would you change?”

She blinked, clearly surprised that I wanted the answer, and for a second she looked almost shy. Then she took a breath, straightened, and started walking. She led me past the machines first, tapping the ones that should go and touching the ones worth keeping with a kind of professional respect. The plate-loaded row, yes. The leg press, yes, once it was refinished. The chest press and the old selectorized stack, no. The squat racks needed to move out of the corner and into open floor with real space around them, she said, three at least, with platforms underneath so the noise didn’t shake the room. She wanted a dedicated area for hip thrusts, with a wall to brace against, and a cable station with a proper range of attachments, and dumbbells that went far past fifty pounds without needing to be hunted down.

“And here’s something you probably haven’t thought about,” she said, stopping at the center of the floor. “Women end up doing a lot of their exercises in the middle of foot traffic. Glute work, floor stretches, anything on a mat. And guys walk right past. They don’t even have to try to stare. It’s just where they’re going.” She said it simply, without heat. “If the layout puts those exercises in a corner with a bit of privacy, it changes everything.”

I stood still. I had not thought about that. It had never once occurred to me, and it was so obvious, once she said it, that I felt faintly foolish. I wrote it down and underlined it.

She went on, and I followed her, asking questions, typing, asking more. How far should the racks sit from the mirrors? How many platforms? What would she put near the entrance? She answered every one without hesitating. It was only when she paused to take a breath that she glanced at my phone and saw the notes.

“Wait,” she said. “Are those going to the contractors?”

“Most of them, yes.”

“Dan.” Her eyes went wide. “Are you seriously trusting me with that?”

“Yes, I do,” I said firmly.

She went still. Then a smile spread across her face. She ducked her head and tucked her hair behind her ear.

It lasted about two seconds.

“Employee of the month!” Mia said from across the floor, raising both arms. “Before she’s even worked a real shift. That’s got to be a record.”

“Mia, I will end you,” Natalia said, but she was laughing, and so was I.

* * *

By one o’clock my stomach had started keeping its own opinion, and I figured four young women who had spent hours auditing a building for me deserved better than vending machine crackers. I stepped outside and ordered from a restaurant I’d been meaning to try, the sort with competent chefs and a menu that made no apology for its prices. Grain bowls, roasted chicken, a platter of grilled vegetables, flatbreads, a tray of tiny pastries I added on impulse. Forty minutes later, a delivery driver carried it all in through the front door.

We set up in what used to be the group fitness room, a bare space with a scuffed wood floor and one wall of mirrors that had lost half their silver. Somebody dragged a folding table out of storage. Sophia wiped it down with a paper towel. We sat in a loose circle on the floor and the folding chairs, plates balanced on knees, my renovation notes spread beside me and the original floor plans weighted down with a water bottle so they wouldn’t curl. Old equipment stood in the corners like furniture in a house that had been sold. It was the strangest picnic I’d ever attended.

“This is so fancy,” Chloe said, peering into a grain bowl. “Are you trying to bribe us?”

“It’s working,” Mia said, mouth already half full.

“Thank you, Dan,” Natalia said, in the careful, grateful voice I’d begun to recognize, and the others chimed in, a ragged chorus of thanks that I waved away.

“You’ve given up a Saturday. It’s the least I can do.”

The talk began, naturally enough, with the business.

“Actually, there’s something we haven’t settled,” I said, setting down my fork. “What are we calling this place? Because I’m going to need a name before somebody starts designing signs.”

“Lift Society,” Sophia said immediately.

I looked at her. “Lift Society?”

“Yeah. Two words. Clean, modern and easy to remember. It sounds like somewhere people want to belong, not just somewhere they go to sweat.”

“Sounds a little like a private club.”

“Exactly.” She pointed her fork at me. “Except without the snobbery. It’s a gym, but it’s also a community. That’s what people our age want, Dad. Somewhere that feels like their place.”

I considered it for a moment. “Lift Society,” I repeated. “I actually like that.”

Sophia beamed. “Obviously. I came up with it.”

Mia laughed. “That’s such a Sophia thing to do.”

I typed Lift Society into my notes and put a star beside it.

From there we moved on to memberships, whether there should be a student rate, and whether the first hundred members should get a founding discount. Natalia thought month-to-month with no punishing cancellation fees would be a selling point. Chloe asked about class schedules, and Mia asked about opening night, and whether there’d be a party, and whether I’d be giving a speech. I told her I’d rather have a root canal. She told me I’d be wonderful.

It was a good lunch. I found myself leaning back on my hands, watching them talk over each other, and thinking how rarely I’d felt this kind of ease in the past few years. No one needed anything from me. I was simply a man at a table with people who had decided to like him.

Then Mia set down her fork, wiped her fingers on a napkin, and tilted her head at me with an expression I should have recognized as dangerous.

“So,” she said. “How’s the divorce? Officially over?”

“Officially over,” I said, relaxing into the question. “Thankfully.”

“Congratulations, really. I mean that.” She smiled. “Have you gone on a date yet?”

I blinked. “That’s very direct.”

“I’m a direct person.”

“No,” I said. “I haven’t.”

“That’s tragic,” Mia said.

“What’s your type, Dan?” Chloe asked, so mildly that I almost missed what she was doing. She sat with her legs folded beneath her and her plate balanced on one knee, blinking at me with her wide green eyes. “I’m only asking because it’s good to know what you’re looking for. Tall? Funny? Do you like quiet or loud?”

“Please don’t answer that,” Sophia said, and then she grinned. “Actually, answer it. I want to hear.”

“You’re supposed to be on my side.”

“I am on your side. That’s why I’m letting them interrogate you.”

I looked around the circle for a lifeline. Natalia had gone quiet. She sat with her chin lowered over her bowl, pushing a piece of broccoli from one side to the other. She was the only one there who had already asked me about this, in the car, in a lighter voice and with a lot less audience, and when I glanced at her, I found she was watching me from beneath her lashes. She looked away the instant our eyes met.

“I haven’t really thought about it,” I said. “I’m still figuring out how to be single. I didn’t expect to be back in the market at forty-five.”

“The market,” Mia repeated, delighted. “Listen to him.”

“I’m saying I haven’t started dating. I haven’t even looked.”

“Well, that’s easy to fix.” Mia set her chin in her hand. Her blue eyes found mine and stayed there, steady and unblinking and not remotely joking, or at least not entirely. “I volunteer.”

The room went silent for half a second, and then Sophia groaned and dropped her head into her hands. “I can’t believe you just said that in front of me.”

“I said it in front of everyone,” Mia pointed out.

“You can’t just call dibs on her father,” Chloe said, in a tone of genuine and aggrieved reasonableness.

“I didn’t call dibs. I made an offer.”

“That’s calling dibs.”

“It’s a preliminary expression of interest.”

I laughed. It seemed like the only available response. I laughed the way you laugh when you’ve decided something is a joke because the alternative would require thinking about it. They were twenty-year-old girls teasing the older man who owned the pool, and this was what they did, and it meant nothing, and I reached for a pastry to give my hands something to do. But I could still feel Mia’s gaze sitting on me, and when I looked up, she held it for a beat longer than a punchline needed. Something small turned over in my stomach. I was beginning to wonder whether I’d been misreading them for a while.

* * *

The three of them drifted off after lunch to inspect the far end of the building, Sophia with her phone raised, narrating, Mia and Chloe flanking her, their voices fading down the hall. Natalia stayed behind. She said she wanted to check the dimensions against the plans before anything else, and I said I’d help, and we unrolled the architectural drawings across the folding table and anchored the corners with water bottles.

We settled into the same easy conversation we’d had during the first tour, with Natalia holding one end of the tape measure while I called out numbers and wrote them in the margins. “Twenty-two feet, four inches,” I said.

“That’s what I got too.”

“Then either we’re both right or we’re both wrong in the same direction.”

“Teamwork,” she said gravely.

“I’ve incorporated at least a dozen of your suggestions into the brief,” I told her. “The racks, the platforms, the foot traffic layout.”

“Don’t do that.” She shook her head, smiling. “Encouraging my opinions is dangerous. Now I’ll never stop.”

“I’ve noticed.”

“You asked for it.”

We both leaned over the same page at once, the corner of the plan where the training floor met the stretching area, and I felt the gentle warmth of her arm against mine before I understood how close we’d gotten. She smelled of vanilla and a faint clean trace of sweat from the morning’s walking. Her hair slid forward over her shoulder. I glanced down at her, meaning to ask about the platform spacing, and she looked up at me at the same moment.

Neither of us said anything. The joking stopped. Her brown eyes were very large and very steady, and I watched something move behind them, a question or an answer, I couldn’t tell which. Neither of us said anything for a couple of seconds.

“Natalia!” Sophia’s voice rang across the gym from somewhere in the distance. “Come look at this! You have to see the weird closet!”

Natalia flinched and stepped back, and the moment broke like glass. She pushed her hair behind her ear. “I should, um…” She turned toward the sound, took half a step, and then, reaching for the tape measure she’d set on the edge of an old equipment cart, caught the heel of her hand against a jagged strip of metal along one corner.

“Ow.” She snatched her hand back and stared at it. A thin line of red welled across her palm.

“Let me see.”

“It’s nothing, it’s barely a scratch.”

I was already holding her wrist. I turned her hand toward the light and looked at the cut, a shallow slice, not deep, but long enough to bleed freely, and I spotted a small first aid kit on a nearby shelf and picked it up. She said something about not needing it. I ignored her. I cleaned the wound with an antiseptic wipe, my thumb resting lightly under her palm to keep it steady, and laid a bandage over it, smoothing the adhesive down at both ends.

“You’re making a ridiculous fuss,” she said.

“I’m making a reasonable fuss.”

“It’s a paper cut with ambitions.”

“Then it’ll be fine.” I pressed the edge of the bandage flat one last time.

When I looked up, she had stopped complaining. She was simply watching me, her lips slightly parted. It was only then that I became conscious of her hand still resting in mine, and of how little space remained between us. I should have let go. I knew that perfectly well.

“Does she need emergency surgery?” Mia’s voice cut through the stillness from the doorway. She stood there with one eyebrow raised, hands on her hips. “Should I call an ambulance? A priest?”

Natalia pulled her hand away so quickly the bandage fluttered. Color rose in her cheeks. “It’s fine. It’s totally fine. I was just, I’m fine.”

I turned back to the plans and picked up my pen carefully, as though the pen had become a delicate instrument. I wrote down a measurement I’d already recorded twice.

* * *

The rest of the afternoon was productive in the way a day is productive when four people stop being polite and start being specific. We worked our way through the building a second time, not to discover anything new but to put it all into order, and by three o’clock the scraps scribbled across my phone had begun to resemble a proper brief. I sat on an upturned equipment crate with the screen balanced on my knee and typed the headings the way I used to build a project plan, cleanly, with numbered sub-points.

I divided the work into sections: reception and entrance, training floor, locker rooms, sauna, and general facilities. The big expenses were obvious enough. New equipment, flooring, ventilation, and a complete overhaul of the changing rooms. But I made sure to include the smaller changes the girls had suggested, especially the ones that would make women feel more comfortable training here.

By the time I’d finished, the document ran to four pages. It was a much bigger renovation than I’d originally planned, and I could already imagine what the contractors would quote me. Still, looking around at the four of them, I was glad I’d asked for their help.

Sophia had gone to work in the meantime with her phone. She moved through the building shooting video, narrating under her breath, tilting the lens up at stained ceiling tiles and down at taped-together benches. “I want the before footage to be properly bad,” she told me when I caught her crouched in front of the broken treadmills. “People love a transformation. If the starting point is nasty enough, the finish looks like a miracle.” She’d already sketched a plan for a series, short clips, weekly, building toward a reveal, with the count of days left until opening in the corner of each frame. She said she wanted a following in place before the doors ever opened. I watched her work and felt a pride that I kept to myself, because she would have been unbearable about it.

“I’ll help with the photos,” Chloe offered, falling into step beside her. “Once it actually looks nice. I’m good with lighting, and I know where the good angles are.”

“You’re going to need a model for the gym clothes ads,” Mia said, strolling up behind them with her hands tucked into the back pockets of her leggings. “I’ll do it. Free of charge. Only if your dad personally directs the shoot.”

“You have no shame,” Sophia said, without looking up from her screen.

“You’ve known that for years.”

“It was a hope, not a fact.”

“It’s a fact,” Mia said cheerfully, and shot me a look over Sophia’s head. I raised a hand in a gesture meant to convey that I’d take no part in this, and Chloe laughed into her fist.

That was the odd thing about it. They’d all been in and out of my house for so long that the flirting, the teasing, the little leans and lingering looks, felt both ridiculous and strangely natural, like a language I’d overheard for years without ever being asked to speak. I still wasn’t sure how seriously to take any of it. Some part of me insisted it was the same harmless sparring that had gone on at pool parties, a game they played because I was safe and they were bored. Another part, the part that had listened to Mia volunteer at lunch, wasn’t so convinced.

* * *

A little before four, I realized I’d left my laser measure in the car. I walked out through the front, retrieved it from the back seat, and came in again by the side entrance, the one that opened onto the long corridor behind the locker rooms. The worn carpet muffled my footsteps. As I approached the corner, I heard hushed voices coming from the supply room just beyond it.

“…all I’m saying is you spent the entire day next to him,” Mia was saying.

“I did not,” Natalia said.

“You did. Every time I looked, you were within three feet of him. He asked your opinion before ours. Twice. And when you cut your hand…” Mia drew out the word with relish. “You went completely quiet.”

“I cut my hand. It hurt.”

“It hurt so much you stopped talking and stared at him like he’d hung the moon,” Chloe said, in her gentle voice, and I heard the smile in it.

I stopped. I told myself I should either walk forward or retreat, and I did neither. I stood in the corridor with the laser measure heavy in my hand and a feeling in my chest I couldn’t quite name.

“Nothing is happening,” Natalia said. “He’s my boss. Or he’s going to be. And he’s Sophia’s dad. He’s like…” She seemed to search for the word. “He’s like family. He’s been around forever.”

“Not like family,” Mia said. “Family doesn’t put a bandage on you like that.”

“Mia.”

“I’m just saying.”

Sophia’s laughter rang out then, and my stomach tightened. “You guys are insane,” she said. “Natalia and my dad? Come on, that’s a match made in heaven.”

“Sophia,” Natalia said. “Can we please stop?”

“We’re only teasing,” Chloe said.

“I know. I know you are.”

I backed away from the corner as quietly as I’d come, stepped into the nearest doorway, and then walked back down the corridor making rather more noise than necessary. By the time I rounded the bend again, ostensibly for the first time, they had spilled out into the hall, flushed and bright-eyed and entirely innocent. Natalia’s eyes met mine and slid away. She held the measuring tape in both hands, twisting it. For the rest of the afternoon she was a shade quieter than before, a little more careful about where she stood, and when she handed me a plan she made certain her fingers never touched mine.

I noticed all of it, and I pretended I hadn’t, which seemed the kindest thing.

* * *

The light had started to turn amber when we finally gathered by the front door. The bags were packed. The plans were rolled and rubber-banded. I had four pages of notes and a headache that felt, oddly, like satisfaction.

“Before everyone disappears,” I said, pulling out my phone, “Natalia, when are you free next week? I’d like you to sit in when I meet with the equipment supplier. You’ll know which questions to ask.”

Mia turned her head slowly and gave Natalia a look. It was a pure, eloquent, loaded look, delivered with one eyebrow arched.

“Shut up,” Natalia said, before Mia had said a word.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were going to.”

“I was going to say Tuesday afternoon works.”

“No, you weren’t.”

I looked from one to the other, lost. “Is something happening that I should know about?”

Mia clapped a hand over her mouth and shook with laughter. Chloe turned away, her shoulders trembling. Even Sophia, who had been fiddling with her phone, snorted and looked up. Natalia pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes and groaned.

“Tuesday’s fine,” she said, through her fingers. “Tuesday afternoon is great.”

“All right,” I said slowly. “Tuesday.”

I locked the front door behind us, pausing a moment to run my palm over the cool glass. I had done almost none of the physical work today. I’d carried nothing, torn out nothing, and turned no screws. That had been the plan from the beginning. But I had a far better brief to put in a contractor’s hands than any I could have written alone, and I stood there in the long gold light with a lock in my fingers and the sound of four young women laughing and bickering over which car to pile into, and I understood that I had enjoyed the day considerably more than I’d had any right to expect.

I tested the handle twice, out of habit, and slipped the keys back into my pocket.

* * *

We said goodbye in the lot. Mia hugged me again, a little longer this time, and told me I was doing a great job in a voice that suggested she meant more than the gym. Chloe squeezed my arm and said thank you for lunch. Natalia stood a step back, her bandaged hand tucked against her ribs, and gave me a cute wave and a smile that was there and gone. Then the three of them folded themselves into Mia’s car and pulled out of the lot, and Sophia and I drove home.

She was silent on the way, which for Sophia was unusual enough that I glanced over twice. She had her feet up on the dashboard, a habit I’d given up fighting, and she watched the neighborhoods go by with her head tilted against the window. I let her. Some silences don’t need filling.

Back at the house, we ended up in the kitchen with the leftovers from lunch, the grain bowls and the last of the flatbread, which I’d packed into containers because I can’t stand to waste good food. We ate standing at the island, forks in our hands, passing a container of roasted vegetables back and forth. The sun had sunk low enough that the light came through the window in long amber stripes, and the house had the settled hush it always took on after a day of noise. I felt pleasantly hollowed out, in the way I used to feel after a hard training session.

“I think we’re going to make it really good,” Sophia said, spearing a piece of chicken. “The gym. I mean it. Not good like decent. Good like people will talk about it.”

“I think so too.”

“But that’s not actually what I’m happiest about.”

I looked up. She was studying her fork, turning it between her fingers, and when she finally lifted her eyes, they were bright.

“I’m glad you’re smiling again,” she said.

The simplicity of it landed harder than I expected. I set my container down on the granite. “You were stressed for so long,” she went on, quietly. “Even before the divorce. The last couple years with Mom, you were always somewhere else. You’d be sitting at dinner and I could see you doing math in your head, or just going away. I used to watch you from the stairs. And during the divorce it got worse. You thought you were hiding it. You weren’t.” She shrugged. “Then you found that gym listing, and you made a spreadsheet at midnight with color-coded tabs, and you’ve been different ever since. You laugh more. You walk around the house like you have somewhere to be. Today you spent the whole day being bossed around by four girls while taking notes about saunas and locker-room mirrors, and you looked like the happiest person alive.”

I didn’t answer right away. There was a tightness in my throat that I hadn’t anticipated, and I covered it by picking up a piece of flatbread and examining it.

“You’re getting sentimental,” I said.

“Don’t ruin it.”

“I’m not ruining it. I’m observing it.”

“You’re ruining it.” She pointed her fork at me. “Just say thank you and move on.”

“Thank you,” I said, and meant it. “I’m happy too, sweetheart. I think you may have saved me a few years of wandering around this house in my socks.”

“You do wander. But it’s cute.”

We ate in comfortable quiet for a few minutes. Then she nudged a container aside and propped her elbows on the island, chin in her hand, and gave me a look.

“What do you think of my friends?”

“Which friends?”

“Natalia, Mia, Chloe. The ones who spent the day yelling at you.”

“I think they’re great,” I said honestly. “They’re cute, funny girls. It was entertaining having them around. And they know what they’re talking about.”

Sophia stared at me. Then she slowly closed her eyes and rolled them toward the ceiling, an elaborate, theatrical, full-body eye roll. “Oh my God. You’re blind.”

“What does that mean?”

“I mean you are literally blind. Dad. Mia spent half the day flirting with you. Chloe too. They’ve been doing versions of it for a while. This isn’t new. It’s just that now you’re single, so they’ve stopped pretending it’s a joke.”

I opened my mouth, but nothing useful came out. “Are you serious?”

“As a heart attack.”

“I thought they were teasing.”

“They are teasing. They’re also hitting on you. Both things can be true.” She burst out laughing at my expression and flung out her arms. “I should add it to the renovation plans. MY FRIENDS THINK YOU’RE HOT, in huge illuminated letters over the front door. Contractors could build a whole sign.”

I laughed, though it came out a little strangled. I rubbed the back of my neck. The whole day rearranged itself in my head like furniture being shifted into new positions. Mia’s hand against the wall as she leaned past me. Chloe asking about luxury showers. The preliminary expression of interest. I had read all of it, correctly or not, as an old game. It had not occurred to me that the game might have changed its rules while I wasn’t looking.

Then, because I was curious, and because the evening was soft, and because she was my daughter and I trusted her, I asked something I hadn’t planned to ask. “What would you actually think,” I said, “if I dated someone considerably younger than me? Maybe even somebody in your circle?”

She didn’t laugh. That surprised me. She pushed her container away and folded her hands on the counter, and for a few seconds I watched her think it through, her forehead creasing the way mine did.

“I’d support you one hundred percent,” she said at last.

“Really?”

“Really. You’re single. They’re adults. And I watched you be unhappy with Mom for years, Dad. I don’t care whether the next person in your life fits somebody else’s idea of what looks normal. I only care that you’re happy.” She paused. “I’d like to reserve veto power, though. If you pick someone I hate.”

“That seems fair.”

“I’d have to hate them for good reason.”

“Naturally.”

“Like if they chew with their mouth open or something.”

“I’ll bear it in mind.”

She smiled at me then and hopped off her stool to wrap her arms around my middle. I held her, my chin on her hair, and neither of us said anything for a bit. Then she patted my back twice, like a woman concluding an official meeting, and announced that she had a paper to write and would see me in the morning. I listened to her footsteps climb the stairs and fade down the upper hall.

* * *

I stayed in the kitchen. I rinsed the containers and set them in the dishwasher, and wiped the counter though it didn’t need it, and finally turned off the overhead light and stood in the dim, with only the glow from under the cabinets for company.

The idea still felt forbidden to me. I won’t pretend otherwise. They were my daughter’s friends. Everything I had been raised to believe, and everything I had built my life around, told me that stepping across that line was a mistake. And yet Sophia’s blessing had loosened something I hadn’t realized was knotted. I turned it over, trying to be honest with myself about what I felt.

What I felt, mostly, was alive. Mia and Chloe’s attention, bold in one case and sweet in the other, made me feel attractive and wanted in a way I hadn’t in years. After a decade of being a husband who was merely tolerated, it was dizzying to stand in a room where women looked at me and smiled as though I were worth the trouble. And it wasn’t only that. It was the whole strange new world gathering around the gym, the noise and the plans and the sheer possibility of it, the energy of people who were only just starting out. Their youth was infectious. It made the future feel wide. For the first time in a long while, I wasn’t thinking about everything behind me. I was looking forward.

But when I replayed the day, trying to decide which moment had mattered most, it was a smaller thing, and quieter. It was a young woman with a shallow cut across her palm, looking up at me while I smoothed a bandage over it. The sound of her breath. The silence that settled between us, and the way neither of us had seemed quite ready to be the one to move away.

I stood in my dark kitchen, one hand resting on the cool granite, and I let myself remember it for as long as it lasted.


Chapter 5

Several weeks later, Sophia and I arrived at Lift Society at six forty on a Saturday morning, giving us about twenty minutes of peace before the others arrived.

We let ourselves in through the new front doors, the glass clean and tall now, the peeling vinyl long gone, and stood just inside. Sophia had a ring light under one arm and a tripod over her shoulder, and she set them down beside the reception desk while I stood with the keys still in my hand. The air smelled like fresh rubber flooring and paint and citrus from the cleaning crew’s last pass. The lights came up in warm, even panels when I hit the switch, nothing like the sickly yellow flicker I remembered from the first tour. Black racks stood in a clean row on their platforms. The mirrors ran floor to ceiling without a single warp. Someone had put authentic plants beside the reception desk, the type that needed watering, and I found myself checking whether the soil was damp, as though a dead fern might be an omen.

I walked the floor slowly, touching things. A bench pad, a dumbbell handle, the cool edge of the sauna door. Sophia was busy setting up her equipment near the reception desk, already talking about angles and where she wanted to film the first arrivals. Everything worked. Everything was in its place. It looked like exactly what four young women and a very patient contractor had talked me into building, and standing there with nobody paying attention to me, I felt the first cold pinch of doubt.

I had poured a great deal of money into this place. I had left a stable career, ignored a perfectly good offer, and bet a chunk of my future on the opinions of people half my age. What if nobody came? What if we unlocked the doors at eight and the lot stayed empty and I spent the day pretending to be busy while a hundred thousand dollars of equipment gleamed at me in silence?

I put my hands in my pockets and looked at the clock. Seven oh four. I had never been so aware of how slowly a minute could pass.

The others started arriving a little after seven. The trainers came in first and went to their stations. Mia and Chloe followed in matching workout sets, carrying iced coffees and waving. Sophia was still fussing with her camera, talking about angles and checking the light. And then Natalia came in last, a little slower than the rest, and I stopped hearing whatever Sophia was saying.

We had ordered staff clothing weeks ago, the black and warm gold of the new branding, and I had signed off on the design without thinking about anything except how clean it looked on the mockup. On Natalia, it looked considerably more than clean. She wore fitted black leggings and the close-cut Lift Society top, the logo small and sharp across the chest, her hair pulled into a high ponytail that swung when she turned her head. She looked professional. She also looked like a woman who had spent two years building her legs and her back and had earned every line of it. I took a very deliberate interest in the clipboard on the reception counter.

She was dressed exactly like half the women who would walk through that door in an hour. Staring at my first employee on opening morning would be a spectacular way to begin my career as a gym owner. I reminded myself of this twice, firmly, and handed her the login for the membership system.

“You okay?” she asked. Her voice was a little tight.

“I should be asking you that.”

“I think I’m going to throw up,” she said pleasantly.

“You’ll be fine.”

“That’s what people say right before the throwing up.”

I laughed, and some of the tension in my own chest let go with it.

At eight o’clock I unlocked the doors myself. I had half expected to find a line. There was no line. There was a woman in a gray hoodie standing about thirty feet away, looking at the sign, and two guys in the lot sitting in a truck, and for one awful second I thought, there it is.

Then the woman walked in. Behind her came another, and another, and a pair of girls I recognized from Sophia’s campus circle, and a man with a gym bag over his shoulder, and a cluster of friends that Mia waved over like a conductor. Within fifteen minutes the lobby was crowded, and within thirty, I’d stopped counting.

Sophia’s campaign had worked. I had watched the posts go up over the past weeks, the before-and-after clips, the countdown graphics, the slow reveals of each finished room, and I had nodded along without grasping how much of it was landing. Now I stood in my own lobby and watched strangers hold up their phones, show each other the account, point at the same corners she had shot. Several people said they’d been following the renovation. One girl told me she’d watched the sauna reveal four times. Mia and Chloe had brought a dozen friends between them, loud and happy and nicely dressed, and the group scattered through the building like a flock of very photogenic birds. Sophia moved through all of it with a camera in one hand and a grin she wasn’t bothering to hide.

I drifted back toward reception.

Natalia was nervous for about the first ten minutes. I watched it happen from a few feet away. Her smile was a little too fixed, her answers a little too rehearsed, and twice she glanced at me when someone asked about the billing structure. Then a man wanted to know whether he could freeze his membership for a month, and she knew the answer. A woman asked about trial passes, and she knew that too. She started to answer faster, and then to anticipate the questions before they came. She walked a couple through the sign-up screen without ever making them feel slow. She slid a stack of welcome cards across the counter. By the time the third line formed, she was running the desk the way a professional runs it.

What impressed me more was how she handled the nervous ones. There were a few. They came in hesitant, clutching their water bottles, glancing at the training floor the way people look at a pool they aren’t sure they can swim in. A woman in her late twenties hovered near the front for a long time before approaching the desk. Natalia saw her, came around the counter instead of waiting, and offered a tour. She didn’t talk down to her. She said she’d been intimidated at first too, and pointed out which areas were quieter in the mornings, where beginners usually started, and which machines were the gentlest introduction. She told her to take as long as she needed.

Half an hour later the woman came back, flushed and smiling, with her new membership card in her hand.

“Thank you so much for showing me around,” she said to Natalia. “Honestly, I almost didn’t come in. I’ve been dreading the gym since my last one. But this place feels completely different. It’s so much less intimidating.”

I saw Natalia’s face change. She said something polite and warm, and the woman waved and left. Natalia stood there for a second, one hand pressed flat to the counter.

“That’s what we talked about,” she said, once she had her voice back.

“I know.” I stepped closer, lowering mine. “I heard her. And for the record, some of the reason this place feels that way is because of you. The layout, the privacy, half the policies on that wall. Those were your ideas.”

She waved a hand, trying to brush it off, but her cheeks had gone rosy, and she couldn’t stop herself from smiling. “I just said things.”

“You said the right things.”

She looked down at the counter, and I let her have the moment.

By midday the building hummed. Music at a comfortable volume, plates clanking back onto racks, the low murmur of a few hundred conversations. The lot had filled, and then overfilled, and I had sent one of the trainers out to direct overflow parking to the lot next door. The sauna had a queue. The smoothie station we’d squeezed in near the entrance had run through half its stock. I stopped worrying about whether anyone would come and started worrying that I’d staffed the front desk with one person and a prayer.

Sophia found me near the water stations, her phone in her hand and her face lit up like a woman holding a winning ticket.

“Two hundred and twelve sign-ups,” she said. “Before noon.”

“I saw.”

“And the account gained three thousand followers this week alone.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Remember when I told you I wanted a following before we even opened?”

“I remember.”

“Well, now we’ve got one.”

“I’m considering firing you,” I said, “purely so I don’t have to hear that for the next decade.”

“You can’t fire me. I’m unpaid.”

“That’s even better. No severance.”

She laughed and danced off toward a group waving her over, and I stood there watching my daughter vanish into the crowd, with my first employee working steadily behind me and a full building around us.

* * *

Sign-ups kept coming in waves. A rush after lunch, a lull around two, another surge when a pack of Sophia’s classmates showed up together, having apparently decided to make an afternoon of it. Every photogenic corner she had insisted we build was occupied by someone holding a phone at arm’s length. The warm wood wall near the entrance, the neon sign over the stretching area, the full-length mirrors outside the locker rooms, even the water station with its row of brushed steel taps. At one point I counted five separate people filming the same spot by the plants, taking turns without being asked, like pilgrims at a shrine.

The sauna and the recovery area drew far more attention than I’d budgeted for. I’d imagined the sauna as a nice extra, something to round out the membership. Instead it had a waiting list by one o’clock, and the little lounge outside it, with its lighting and towels and cold water, was filled with women leaning back against cushions, laughing, scrolling, looking like they had paid for a spa. Chloe had personally supervised the arrangement of the cushions. I made a note to thank her and a second note to buy more of them.

The equipment never stood still. The racks Natalia had insisted on, spaced far apart on their platforms, were occupied from the moment the doors opened, and I watched a girl who couldn’t have been more than twenty load a bar with a confidence that made me want to take notes. Dumbbells clacked back onto their racks. The cable stations had a line. The hip thrust area, tucked into its quiet corner, was busy the entire day, and every time I passed it I felt a small, ridiculous surge of vindication on Natalia’s behalf.

Not everything went smoothly. Around one thirty the membership system froze in the middle of a sign-up, and a man stood patiently at the desk while three separate screens refused to cooperate. I spent ten minutes on the phone with the software vendor, and Natalia spent those same ten minutes soothing the line that had formed behind him, offering water and apologies in equal measure. A leg press developed a squeak that one of the trainers traced to a loose pin and fixed with a wrench and a muttered curse. Someone asked whether the locker rooms had hair dryers, and someone else asked whether guests could bring protein shakes into the sauna, and a third person asked about the parking policy, and none of those questions had appeared on the little FAQ card Sophia had designed. We wrote them in with a marker and pinned the card back up.

I should have found it stressful. I found it the opposite. Every problem had an answer, and solving them felt like tightening bolts on a machine I’d built with my own hands. For two years I had managed crises that could not be fixed by anyone, and it was a relief to meet ones that could.

Natalia gradually stopped being a fixture behind the desk. She still handled the counter when it got busy, but between rushes she began walking the floor, a tablet tucked against her hip, stopping wherever someone looked uncertain. She showed a man how to adjust the seat on a row machine. She answered a question about cable attachments with the offhand authority of someone who had used every one of them. When a girl asked about training splits, she crouched beside her and sketched a week of workouts on the tablet with her finger. I stood by the front windows pretending to review the schedule and thought about the day we drove to the first tour. The girl who had talked about feeling stuck, stirring her water with a straw, saying she didn’t want waitressing to quietly become her whole life. That girl was not the one walking my floor. This one moved like she’d been here for years.

It happened around four. I was near the free weights, talking to one of the trainers, when I noticed Natalia stop at the end of an aisle. Her posture had changed. She was looking at the far corner, where a young woman stood at a cable station with her earbuds in, trying very hard to do a set of rows. A man in a tight tank top stood beside her, close, talking. She nodded, politely, and turned back to the cable. He kept talking. She adjusted her stance, putting her shoulder slightly toward him. He moved around to her other side.

I had started toward them when Natalia got there first. She didn’t rush. She walked up with her tablet still tucked under her arm and a pleasant smile on her face, and said something to the man I couldn’t hear. Her tone was friendly, level, almost sunny. Then she turned to the young woman and asked quietly, so that only the three of them could hear, whether everything was okay and whether she wanted any help with her equipment. The woman pulled out one earbud. She said she was fine, but that she’d really like to finish her set in peace. Natalia nodded and turned back to the man and said, still smiling, that members who wanted to train alone had every right to, and that we’d appreciate his understanding. There was no heat in it at all, and absolutely no room for argument.

He looked at her, then at the woman, then shrugged and drifted off toward the squat racks with a look of mild embarrassment. The whole thing took perhaps forty seconds. The woman put her earbud back in and finished her row.

Nothing dramatic had happened, and that was the point. I had spent months worrying about policies, signage, staff training, and escalation procedures, and here was the proof that the simple version worked. A gentle intervention, firmly stated, with the weight of the building behind it. Nobody had been humiliated. Nobody had made a scene. The woman had been protected without being singled out, and I realized that was exactly what I’d hoped the place would feel like.

Later, when the afternoon traffic thinned, I found Natalia refilling a stack of towels near the sauna.

“I saw that,” I said.

“Saw what?”

“The cable station.”

She kept folding. “I wasn’t going to make a thing of it.”

“That’s why it worked.”

She was quiet for a moment, smoothing a towel flat against her thigh. “It reminded me of my old gym,” she said. “The day Sophia and I left. There was this guy who wouldn’t leave me alone, and nobody at the desk did anything, and I remember thinking if I owned a place, it would never be like that.” She glanced up. “Then I realized you were listening to us complain, and you actually built it.”

“I remember that day,” I said. “Sophia came home furious. She wouldn’t stop talking about it.”

“She still talks about it.”

“I know.” I put a hand on the shelf beside her. “I thought about it today too.”

She smiled and went back to her towels.

* * *

By the time the last stragglers drifted out, the sun had dropped behind the buildings across the lot and the front windows glowed amber. A trainer flipped the sign on the door. I locked it myself, and then I just stood there with my palm flat against the glass for a moment, listening to the building settle.

I gathered everyone near the reception desk. Sophia dragged a stool over and sat on it, cross-legged. Mia and Chloe flopped against the counter, flushed and tired and glowing. Natalia stood a little apart, her arms wrapped around her tablet, her ponytail beginning to unravel.

“I wanted to say thank you,” I said. “All of you. I can say, honestly, that today went better than I had any right to expect. And a lot of that is because of the four of you.”

“I accept full credit,” Sophia said immediately.

“I haven’t finished.”

“I accept it in advance.”

“She did a good job,” Mia admitted, tilting her head. “I’ll say it once.”

“I’d like the record to reflect that Mia admitted it,” Chloe added.

“Thank you for the record,” I said. “Now, as I was saying.”

“Oh, and Dan,” Mia said, raising one finger like a student with a question, “as compensation for our invaluable consulting services, Chloe and I would like lifetime hands-on training lessons. From you. Personally.”

“I’m not a personal trainer.”

“That’s what makes it exciting,” Chloe said sweetly.

Sophia put her head down on her knees and groaned. I decided the wisest course was to ignore them both and turn to Natalia.

“And you,” I said, more quietly. “I mean this. You should be proud of yourself. The training floor is better because of you. Half the policies on that wall exist because you spoke up when we were planning. A woman thanked you this morning because the place felt safe, and it felt safe because of what you told me. That’s real work, and you did it.”

Natalia’s face went pink from collar to hairline. She looked at her tablet, then at the floor. “It was just suggestions,” she said, barely audible.

“It was more than that,” Sophia said, and Mia and Chloe murmured agreement. Natalia glanced up, caught all four of us looking at her, and ducked her head again with a small embarrassed laugh. But she was smiling, a private, glowing smile she couldn’t quite tamp down.

Then Sophia hopped off her stool and clapped her hands. “Okay. Okay! We should celebrate. Properly. Back at the house.”

“Yes,” Mia said instantly.

“A thousand times yes,” Chloe agreed.

Natalia looked at me before she said anything. It was a small thing, a quick glance, but I noticed it. “If that’s okay,” she said.

“There’s plenty of room,” I said. “All of you are welcome. In fact, stay over. No point worrying about getting home afterward.”

“A pool night,” Sophia said, her eyes lighting. “Oh, this is going to be a pool night.”

“I was thinking dinner and a drink or two.”

“You were thinking small. I’m thinking music, food, bikinis, the whole thing.”

“I don’t remember agreeing to bikinis.”

“It’s a pool, Dad.”

I turned off the lights one bank at a time, and the building went dim around us. We walked to the car. When I’d first bought the place, it had been an investment, a project, a line item on a balance sheet with some promise attached to it. Standing in the parking lot with four exhausted, laughing young women chattering around me, I realized it had stopped being that sometime in the past ten hours. It was ours now. It was something we’d built together, and it already belonged to the people in this lot as much as it belonged to me.

Sophia took the front passenger seat, kicking her shoes off before she’d buckled in. The other three piled into the back, Mia in the middle, Chloe’s head already leaning against the window, Natalia tucked in by the far door with her bag in her lap. I started the car. Somebody started laughing at something on a phone. I pulled out of the lot with the gym shrinking in the rearview mirror and the evening opening up ahead of us like a road we’d just started learning how to drive.

* * *

By the time the sun slid low enough to turn the pool the color of weak honey, my backyard had become the unofficial afterparty for a gym that had been open for exactly one day.

Sophia took charge of the music, wiring her phone to the outdoor speakers and queuing a playlist. The patio lights came on in yellow strings. Someone dragged the cushions out of the pool house. I fired up the grill and laid out chicken, vegetables, and a tray of the burgers that Mia had loudly demanded, and the smell of smoke and charred onion drifted across the yard while the girls disappeared inside to change.

I had a plan, and it was a modest one. Cook, let them unwind, keep an eye on the drinks, go to bed early. I’d spent twelve hours on my feet and felt it in my knees.

Then the glass door slid open, and the four of them came out in a laughing line, and the plan quietly went to pieces.

Sophia was first, in a bright blue two-piece, already tossing her towel at a lounger and calling out an order for the music. Mia followed in a tiny black bikini that did almost nothing to disguise her body, and she walked across the stone like she was crossing a stage. Chloe came next, in pale pink, shy for about two steps before breaking into a skip toward the water. And Natalia came last. She wore a white two-piece with thin straps, simple and clean, and she’d untied her hair so that it spilled dark and loose over her shoulders. She paused near the edge of the patio, tugging at one strap, and I made myself look at the burgers.

They hit the water one after another, a chorus of shrieks about the temperature, and within minutes they were splashing and floating and arguing over who got the inflatable flamingo. I stood at the grill with a spatula and thought about how strange my life had become.

For years that pool had belonged to a family that mostly avoided it. Now it was full of young women, comfortable in my home, wet-haired and laughing, and I was fully aware of exactly how many of them were not related to me. Three, to be precise. And my daughter had explicitly warned me, only days ago in my own kitchen, that at least two of those three were interested in more than my grilling.

Mia made sure I didn’t forget it.

She climbed out of the pool after ten minutes, water streaming off her, and padded over to a lounger near the grill. She stretched out on her stomach, arms folded beneath her chin, one leg bent lazily at the knee. Then she turned her head and gave me a look that I could only describe as innocent in the way a cat is innocent.

“Dan?”

“Yes?”

“Can you do my back? I can’t reach properly.” She held up a bottle of sunscreen, dangling it between two fingers. “I’d hate to burn on opening day.”

“It’s seven in the evening.”

“The sun has opinions.”

Before I could assemble a response, Chloe appeared at my other elbow, dripping, with a bottle of her own. “Oh, and me too, please. Since you’re already doing it.” She said it with such sweet, earnest politeness that I almost believed her. Across the pool, Sophia nearly choked on a mouthful of lemonade. She sank down to her nose and came back up laughing so hard she had to hold onto the ledge.

“I’m reconsidering your choice of friends,” I told her.

“It’s far too late,” she said. “You’re on your own.”

I turned the burgers, set down the spatula, wiped my hands on a towel, and took the bottle from Mia. I told myself this was a normal thing. Fathers helped. Hosts helped. People applied sunscreen to one another’s backs at pool parties every day without it meaning anything at all. I squeezed a line of cream between her shoulder blades and began working it in with the flat of my palm, keeping my touch brisk and businesslike.

Her skin was warm and smooth and slightly damp, and she let out a long, contented sigh that I chose not to interpret. “That’s perfect,” she murmured. “You’ve done this before.”

“Never.”

“Natural talent, then.”

I glanced up and found her looking back at me over her shoulder, her blue eyes dancing, a grin tugging at her mouth. She knew perfectly well that I was uncomfortable, and she was enjoying every second. I finished her shoulders, her upper back, the dip of her spine, and moved to Chloe, who sat cross-legged on the stone and held her hair out of the way with one hand. Her skin was cooler and softer, and she thanked me in a small voice that sounded much more sincere than the circumstances warranted.

From the pool, Natalia had gone quiet. She floated near the steps with her arms resting on the edge, joining in the teasing like everyone else, tossing a few dry remarks at Mia, laughing at Chloe’s expression. But I noticed that when Mia started getting playful, a small shift crossed Natalia’s face. Her smile didn’t vanish. It tightened, just slightly, and her eyes stayed on my hands for a moment too long before she looked away.

I filed it away, the way I’d been filing things away all day.

Dinner came and went in a pleasant blur of smoke and noise and clinking glasses. We ate on the patio with plates balanced on our knees, the food disappearing faster than I could cook it. The girls dissolved into debates about who had contributed the most to the opening. Sophia claimed the marketing, Mia claimed the atmosphere, and Chloe claimed the design details nobody would have noticed without her. Natalia, when pressed, said she mostly just answered questions at a desk, and was immediately shouted down by all three. Somewhere in the argument, Mia and Chloe pulled out their phones and began showing each other photos from the afternoon, mostly gym mirror selfies from flattering angles, and I heard one of them say something about booty progress that made Sophia throw a napkin at them both.

It wasn’t until later, when the sky had deepened to violet and the others were busy fighting over the flamingo, that Natalia climbed out of the pool and came toward me. She pulled a towel around her shoulders, shivering a little, and stopped at my side.

“Dan?” Her voice was much quieter than Mia’s had been. “Could you do mine too? If it’s not too much trouble.”

It was an entirely reasonable request. I’d just done it twice. And yet it felt nothing like the first two times.

“Sure,” I said, even if the sun was lowering.

She turned her back to me and let the towel slip down, holding her hair up with both hands. I squeezed the sunscreen onto my palm, warmed it, and set my hands on her shoulders. Her skin was smooth and cool from the water. She went very still under my fingers, so still that I became aware of every inch of contact, the slope of her shoulders, the delicate line of her spine, the way her breath caught when I smoothed the cream down between her shoulder blades. I worked slowly and quietly. Neither of us said anything. I could hear the music from the speakers and the splashing from the pool and the distant, clink of a glass, and all of it seemed to belong to a different room.

I moved lower. Her shoulders loosened beneath my palms, just slightly. She tilted her head forward, and a strand of wet hair slid across her neck. I was suddenly very, very aware of my own heartbeat.

“There,” I said, and my voice came out rougher than I intended.

“Thanks,” she whispered.

Neither of us moved. Then a wall of water hit us both. Sophia surfaced beside the pool’s edge with a triumphant shriek, soaking us from head to toe, and the strange little moment shattered. Natalia yelped and spun around laughing. I sputtered. Mia shouted something about reinforcements, and a second wave followed the first.

Later, when the others had drifted toward the far end of the pool to rescue the flamingo from Chloe, I found Natalia sitting alone on the edge with her feet in the water. The towel had slid off her shoulders again. The lights from the pool turned her skin gold. I sat down beside her and let my own legs sink into the warm water.

“Long day,” I said.

“The longest.” She smiled at the ripples. “But a good one.”

We watched the others for a moment. Chloe was shrieking with laughter, trying to climb onto the flamingo, and Mia was threatening to flip her off it.

“I don’t think I remember the last time I felt this proud of something,” Natalia said, in a small, steady voice. “I thought it would just be a job. Like, a better version of waitressing. I never expected to walk in this morning and feel like I…” She searched for the word. “Like I was in the right place. Like it was mine, a little.”

“It is yours, a little.”

“It’s weird.” She laughed. “I keep waiting for someone to tell me I shouldn’t be there.”

“You belong there,” I said.

She turned to look at me. The pool lights shimmered in her eyes, and for a long moment she didn’t say anything at all.

“Nobody’s ever made belonging somewhere sound that simple,” she said at last, almost to herself. “The way you say it. Like it’s just a fact.”

“Natalia,” I began. I didn’t know what came after her name. I only knew I wanted to say something true.

“Hey!” Sophia’s voice rang across the water. “You two! We’re doing chicken fights! Get over here!”

Natalia blinked, and the spell flickered. She looked at me, and a smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. Then she slid off the edge into the water, reached up, and wrapped her fingers around my wrist.

“Come on,” she said.

She pulled, and I went in after her.

* * *

Around eleven the music dropped to a murmur. Somebody stacked plates in the sink. Chloe fell asleep for about four minutes on a lounger with a towel over her face, and Mia woke her by threatening to draw on her forehead. The pool lights glowed blue and still. By midnight the four of them were wrapped in robes and blankets, faces scrubbed, hair twisted into knots, and Sophia announced that she, Mia, and Chloe were claiming her bedroom for a sleepover that would involve at least one face mask and several secrets. I told her to keep the noise down. She told me she was an adult. I told her adults didn’t scream at three in the morning. She said that was a very sad thing to believe and dragged the others up the stairs.

Natalia hugged me goodnight at the foot of the staircase, a hand briefly at my back. “Thank you for today,” she said. “For all of it.” Then she padded down the hall toward the guest room and closed the door softly behind her.

The house went quiet. I stood in the kitchen with a glass of water and listened to the refrigerator hum, to a thump of laughter from upstairs, to my own pulse settling. It was, I realized, one of the longest days I’d had in years, and I’d enjoyed nearly every minute of it. My feet hurt. My shoulders ached. I felt unreasonably, stupidly content.

I turned off the downstairs lights one by one and was heading for my room when I noticed a lamp still burning in the living room. And on the couch, with a throw blanket pulled up to her chin and a pillow wedged against the armrest, was Natalia.

She looked up, startled, like a child caught raiding the pantry.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Nothing. Sleeping.” She adjusted the blanket with great dignity. “Obviously.”

“On the couch.”

“It’s a nice couch.”

“Natalia.”

She sighed. Her shoulders sank. “There’s a problem with the guest room,” she admitted. “I went in to change, and there’s a leak. From the air conditioning, I think. The ceiling’s damp and it dripped onto the bed. The mattress is soaked at one end.” She winced. “I didn’t want to bother you. I figured I’d just crash here and nobody would notice.”

I walked down the hall, pushed open the guest room door, and flipped on the light. She was right. A dark stain had bloomed across the ceiling above the bed, and a steady drip was falling from the center of it onto a spreading circle of wet fabric. I stood there for a moment pinching the bridge of my nose. Of course the one night I had a houseful of guests, something would decide to spring a leak.

“I’ll get someone out here first thing tomorrow,” I said, returning to the living room. “You’re not sleeping on the couch.”

“I’m perfectly fine on the couch.”

“You spent twelve hours working a double-rush opening day. You’ve been on your feet since seven. You’re not sleeping on a couch.”

“It’s your house.” She pulled the blanket tighter. “I’m not kicking you out of your own bed.”

“Then I’ll take the couch, and you take my room.”

“Absolutely not.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s your room!”

“It’s a room. It has a bed in it. I can sleep anywhere.”

“You’re forty-five,” she said, with the unsparing honesty of the young. “You have a back.”

“I have a perfectly reasonable back.”

“You groaned when you got out of the car.”

“That was a stretch.”

“It was a groan, Dan.”

We stared at each other in the lamplight. I had never in my life been so thoroughly out-argued about my own furniture.

“Fine,” I said. “How about we share it for one night.”

Natalia’s mouth fell open. Then she pressed her lips together, and I watched her fight a smile and lose, a flush climbing from her neck to her cheeks. She looked down at her hands. She looked up again. There was something in her face that wasn’t quite refusal and wasn’t quite agreement either, a flicker of what she wanted and what she thought she should say.

“You’re my boss,” she said.

“Twenty-four hours ago I was just your best friend’s father.”

“That doesn’t help your argument.”

“I wasn’t aware I had one.”

She laughed. “Okay,” she said finally. “One night.”

She went to change. I went ahead to my room and straightened the covers, then felt faintly absurd for straightening them, as though the bed were about to be inspected. A few minutes later she appeared in the doorway wearing one of Sophia’s nightgowns, a soft gray thing with thin straps that ended mid-thigh and fit her very differently than it fit my daughter. Her hair was brushed out over her shoulders. Her face was scrubbed clean. She held a pillow in each arm like a shield.

“Don’t,” she said, before I could speak.

“I wasn’t going to.”

“You were going to look.”

“I was going to say it was a nice nightgown.”

“It’s Sophia’s.”

“Then it’s a nice nightgown of Sophia’s.”

She climbed onto the far side of the bed and began constructing a wall down the center of the mattress, a row of pillows stacked end to end, patting each one into place like a mason laying brick. She stepped back, surveyed her work, and pointed a finger at me.

“That’s a boundary,” she said. “Do not cross it.”

“I’m the host,” I pointed out. “I think that makes you the intruder. Technically, you’re the one who needs rules.”

“My rules. My wall.”

“I see.”

“I mean it, Dan.”

“I’m quaking.”

She lay down on her side of the wall with the sheet pulled up and the stern look of a sentry, and I turned off the bedside lamp. I switched off the little light by the door. And for several minutes, the absurdity carried us. She whispered a joke about filing a complaint with HR. I whispered back that I’d find the paperwork in the morning. She laughed into her pillow, and I laughed too, and the dark felt friendly and easy.

Then the laughter faded, and the quiet closed in. It is one thing to know you are attracted to someone. It is another to lie awake in the dark beside her, close enough to hear her breathing. The wall of pillows seemed suddenly pitiful. I could smell her shampoo, over the cool cotton sheets. I could feel the small shift of her weight on the mattress. I kept my eyes on the ceiling, and my mind kept returning, stubbornly, to all the moments I had been refusing to examine. The towel incident. The tour at the first gym. Her small hand in mine, the bandage, the silence that had followed. The warm slide of lotion across her bare shoulders only hours ago. Each memory sat in my chest like a stone I’d tried to bury.

She was nineteen, I reminded myself, and my daughter’s best friend. And my employee.

“Dan?” she whispered.

“Yes?”

“This is probably the least professional employee accommodation in history.”

I let out a breath that was almost a laugh. “I’ll make sure it doesn’t appear in the staff handbook.”

“Please do.” She giggled softly. “Chapter four. Sleeping arrangements for emergencies.”

“Subsection B. Do not build walls out of the owner’s pillows.”

She laughed warmly in the darkness. But it faded, as the earlier one had, and after it, neither of us spoke. I listened to her breathing. She listened, I suspected, to mine. The clock on the nightstand ticked off the minutes in dim red numbers, and neither of us slept.

I lay on my back with my hands folded on my stomach and listened to the house settle. Upstairs, a muffled burst of laughter surfaced and sank again, three girls who weren’t going to sleep any time soon. The air conditioner kicked on somewhere below us. On the other side of the pillow wall, Natalia shifted, and the mattress shifted with her, and I heard her draw a long breath the way a person does before stepping off something high.

“Can I tell you something?” she said.

“Of course.”

“It’s kind of dumb.”

“I doubt that.”

She was quiet for a moment. When she spoke again her voice had dropped to almost nothing, pitched for the dark and for me. “Today got to me more than I thought it would. Not in a bad way. It’s just…” She exhaled. “At home, I’ve gotten used to peace being temporary. Even when things are good with my mom, even when we’ve gone a few days without fighting, I can feel it sitting there like thin ice. One wrong word, one forgotten dish, one comment about money, and the whole mood flips. I’m always listening for it. Waiting for it, I guess. I didn’t even realize how tired that makes me until today.”

I turned my head on the pillow. I couldn’t see her face, only the pale outline of her shoulder against the sheet.

“Today was different,” she went on. “I went to work somewhere I actually care about. People listened to me. They asked what I thought, and then they did it. We celebrated something we built together, and tonight I knew I had a place to sleep without wondering if I was putting anybody out.” She laughed, with no humor in it. “And the weird part is that I don’t know what to do with it. Everything’s okay, and part of me is still bracing. Like I’m waiting for whatever comes next. I don’t know how to just relax when it’s all fine.”

Something tightened under my ribs. I stared at the ceiling, at the faint gray fan blades, and chose my words carefully, because I understood that this was a thing she didn’t say aloud often.

“You don’t have to brace here,” I said. “Not with Sophia, and not with me. You don’t have to earn your spot at this table or in this house or in that gym. You’re not an inconvenience. You haven’t been one for a single day of the past ten years. And if anyone in this family ever made you feel otherwise, it’s because we weren’t paying enough attention.”

She didn’t answer right away. The silence stretched, and I thought for a moment she might have fallen asleep. Then she spoke, hardly above a breath. “Why are you always so nice to me?”

The question didn’t have a joke anywhere inside it. I could have deflected. I could have said something about friendship, about family, about decency. Any of those would have been true.

“Because I care about you,” I said.

Neither of us moved. I heard her swallow.

Then the mattress dipped, and I felt, rather than saw, her hand reach out and begin to slide one of the pillows from the wall. The soft scrape of cotton on cotton was loud in the peaceful bedroom. She set it on the floor. The barrier she’d built so carefully an hour ago now had a gap in it, a dark space a foot wide.

“Dan,” she said, almost shyly. “Can I come closer?”

I should have said no. I knew it with absolute clarity, the way you know a stair is missing in the dark. She was nineteen. She worked for me. Her best friend was my daughter, asleep, or not asleep, on the floor above us. Every reasonable instinct I owned lined up in a row and told me what a responsible man would do.

But she wasn’t asking for anything more than comfort. She was a tired young woman in a quiet bed asking not to be alone with her thoughts, and I had just told her she didn’t have to earn her place. I couldn’t turn around and make her earn this.

I lifted my arm and held it out. She slid across the sheet and settled against my side. Her head found the hollow of my shoulder. Her hand rested lightly on my chest, fingers curled, and I felt her go still, listening to my heartbeat, which I was fairly sure was louder than it had any right to be. I brought my arm down around her shoulders. The gray nightgown was thin and soft, and underneath it, she was warm.

For a while neither of us said anything. She exhaled, and I felt the tension she’d been carrying all day drain out of her through the places where we touched. Her leg shifted against mine. Her fingers uncurled and lay flat. She fit against me with a startling ease, as though we’d practiced it. I lay rigid for the first few minutes, and then, gradually, I stopped being rigid and just held her.

It wasn’t sexual. I want to be clear about that, if only to myself. Nothing in the moment demanded anything of either of us. And yet it was more intimate than anything that had passed between us so far, more than the glance in the empty gym or the hand in mine or the lotion, because there was nothing performed about it. She was simply here, trusting, breathing against my chest in the dark.

“This definitely isn’t professional anymore,” she murmured.

“No,” I said. “Probably not.”

“Do you want me to move?”

I knew the correct answer. I could feel it waiting in my mouth. “No,” I said instead. “You’re fine where you are.”

She moved, and tilted her face up toward mine. I felt her breath on my jaw. In the faint light bleeding through the curtains I could just make out the shape of her eyes, searching mine, and her lips, a few inches away, slightly parted. The air between us went tight as a wire. I could count my own heartbeats. I could feel hers, through the thin cotton. All it would have taken was a small motion, a tilt of the head, a closing of that last little distance, and neither of us would have had any way to take it back.

It lasted a long time, or maybe only seconds. Then she let her breath out slowly and lowered her head back down onto my chest, and something that had been holding itself taut inside me loosened and ached at once.

I kept my hand where it was, curled safely around her shoulder, and I told myself plainly what the situation was. She was tired. She was vulnerable. She had just handed me something precious, a piece of her trust, and this was not the night to spend it. Whatever lived between us could wait. It would still be there in the morning, and the morning after that.

Her breathing slowed. Her fingers loosened against my chest, and her weight settled by degrees until she was heavy and warm and entirely given over to sleep. She sighed, and pressed her cheek closer to my shirt.

I lay awake for a long time after that.


Chapter 6

Morning came. The light crept across the carpet, found the edge of the bed, and climbed the sheets until it reached my face. I lay still with my eyes closed and took inventory. A dull ache in my knees from several hours on gym floors. A dry mouth. The subtle, lingering smell of chlorine and charcoal smoke in my hair.

And a weight on my chest that was not the weight of anything I’d slept beside in years.

Natalia had migrated in the night. The pillow wall she’d built so carefully lay in ruins at the foot of the bed, one cushion on the floor, another wedged against the headboard, as if a small and very polite storm had passed through. Her head rested over my heart. One arm lay across my stomach, her fingers loosely curled in the fabric of my shirt, and one of her legs had hooked over mine. Her hair spilled across my shoulder, dark and tangled. She was breathing slow and even, warm against my ribs.

I didn’t move. I wasn’t sure I could have, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to.

Last night came back in pieces. The way she’d lain stiff beside me for a while, listening to the dark. The quiet question, can I come closer, and the small, brave sound of a pillow sliding to the floor. I remembered how she had said she was always bracing for something, and how it had landed in my chest like a stone dropped in a well. She had asked me, in the plainest voice, to hold her, and then she had fallen asleep before I’d finished deciding whether I should.

For the better part of three years, I had woken beside a woman who kept to her edge of the mattress as if the middle were contested territory. My ex-wife, Vanessa, and I had perfected a kind of polite distance, two people sharing a bed the way two strangers share a train car. The mornings were silent, or worse, efficient. I could not remember the last time I’d woken up with another person’s warmth pressed against me, or the last time the idea of getting up had felt like a loss.

It felt like one now. And that was the problem, because the person asleep on my chest was nineteen years old, and she was my daughter’s best friend, and she cashed a paycheck I signed. I could line up the reasons like soldiers. They were all good reasons. None of them had made her sleep any less peacefully, and none of them was making my arm any less willing to stay where it was.

She stirred. Her fingers flexed against my shirt, and she let out a long, drowsy breath that I felt more than heard. Then she went rigid, in that gradual way people do when consciousness catches up to circumstance. She lifted her head an inch and looked at the arm across my stomach, then at her own leg hooked over mine, then up at my face.

Her cheeks went pink from the collarbone up.

“Hi,” she said, in a voice scraped soft by sleep.

“Morning.”

“I think I, um.” She glanced at the wrecked pillow barrier. “I think the wall failed.”

“It did not hold up under pressure.”

“Structural engineering isn’t my strong suit.” She still hadn’t moved her leg. She still hadn’t moved anything, which I noticed, and which I suspected she was noticing too. “Did I take your side of the bed?”

“You took all of it. I woke up on a ledge.”

“That’s not true.”

“I have witnesses.”

“You do not have witnesses.” But she was smiling, pressing her face briefly into my shirt as if to hide it. When she looked up again, the smile had relaxed. “Can I tell you something?”

“Always.”

“I slept really well. Like, really well. I don’t think I’ve slept like that in years.” She said it simply, without any play in it. “No waking up at three to listen to the house. Nothing. I just went out.”

I tightened my arm around her shoulders, a small, involuntary squeeze. “I’m glad.”

“It’s probably the bed. It’s an obscenely good mattress.”

“It’s an acceptable mattress.”

“It’s a cloud.”

“Thank you for the review.”

Her laugh vibrated against my chest, and I closed my eyes for one second to hold onto it.

The door opened without a knock.

“Dad, are you making…” Sophia stopped in the doorway with her hair piled in a knot and a phone in her hand, one foot already across the threshold. Her eyes traveled from me to Natalia to the demolished pillows, and then her entire face rearranged itself.

It started as surprise, her mouth falling open a quarter inch. Then it slid, with terrible patience, into a grin so delighted it should have required a permit.

Natalia shot upright so fast she nearly took the sheet with her. “It’s not what it looks like,” she said. “Nothing happened. Absolutely nothing. I swear. I swear on, on anything.”

“The guest room ceiling is leaking,” I said, calm as a man reading a weather report. “The AC dripped through onto the mattress. Natalia didn’t want to wake anyone, so she was camping on the couch, and I wasn’t going to let a guest sleep on the couch after the day she had. So we shared. With a pillow wall, for the record.”

“Which collapsed,” Natalia added miserably.

Sophia looked at the pillows on the floor. She looked at her best friend, red to the hairline. She looked at me. “I believe you,” she said gravely. “Both of you. Completely.”

“Thank you.”

“It’s just that, Dad, it’s really generous hospitality. You don’t usually offer the bed. I didn’t know that was on the menu.”

“Out.”

“I’m just saying it’s very personal.”

“Sophia.” I pointed at the door. “Leave my bedroom, or I’ll start spanking you like you’re ten again.”

She shrieked with laughter and backed into the hall, hands raised. “Okay, okay! I’m going! I won’t tell Mia and Chloe, I promise.” A beat. “Probably.”

“Sophia.”

“I promise!”

“Sophia could be unruly when she was younger, but I love her.” I rubbed my eyes. “I’m sorry you had to hear that.”

“It’s fine, Dad,” Natalia said, and froze.

The room went very quiet. Her eyes went wide, and the blush came roaring back so hard I thought she might actually combust. “Oh my God. Dan. I meant Dan. I’m so sorry, that just, it just came out…”

“It’s okay,” I said, and found I was smiling. “It’s close enough anyway. Three letters, one syllable apart.”

“Please stop talking.”

“You’re doing fine.”

“I’m going to go die in your guest room.”

“It’s flooded.”

She groaned into her hands, and then, from between her fingers, asked in a very small voice, “Can I take your shower? I mean, if that’s okay.”

“Go ahead. Towels are in the cabinet.”

She slipped out of bed, gathered the borrowed gray nightgown around her, and disappeared into the bathroom with her head down. The door shut. A moment later I heard the water start.

I lay there staring at the ceiling fan and thinking about nothing in particular, which is to say about her. About how unremarkable it had felt to wake with her, how natural, and how far from unremarkable that was. I had spent three years sleeping beside a woman I’d stopped being able to reach, and one night with a grateful, sleepy nineteen-year-old had undone it. I wasn’t sure what that said about me, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to look at it too closely before coffee.

Half an hour later, when she came out, wrapped in a towel and trailing steam, her hair damp and her skin flushed pink, she said thanks without meeting my eyes and slipped past me toward the door, a bundle of her clothes tucked under one arm. I took my turn. The bathroom was warm and fogged, and the first thing I noticed was that the counter was wiped dry. The mirror had been rubbed clear. The towels hung neatly over the bar, folded in thirds, and the shampoo bottle sat back in its corner, label facing out. It was a small thing. It was the kind of small thing that tells you everything about a person, and I stood there for a moment with my hand on the counter, unreasonably moved by a folded towel.

* * *

Breakfast turned into a production. Sophia had apparently roused the whole house, because by the time I got downstairs, Mia and Chloe were at the kitchen table in borrowed sweatshirts, their hair loose, chasing each other’s forks across plates of eggs and fruit. Natalia sat at the end with a mug of coffee and her knees drawn up, quieter than the rest. The air smelled like toast and butter and Sophia’s terrible vanilla candle.

“There he is,” Mia said as I came in. “The man of the hour. Thirteen hundred visitors, I did the math. You’re basically a legend.”

“Two hundred and twelve sign-ups,” I said. “Not thirteen hundred visitors.”

“Details. A legend rounds up.”

“What’s the plan?” Chloe asked, resting her chin on her hand. “Now that you’re a successful gym owner. Are you going to celebrate?”

“I celebrated. I grilled forty pounds of meat.”

“That’s not celebrating, that’s labor,” Mia said. “A newly successful gym owner celebrates by taking a beautiful woman to dinner. Somewhere with tablecloths.”

“I’m available,” Chloe said sweetly, to her toast.

“I’m more available,” said Mia.

“You’re literally loud about it. It’s different.”

“Dad’s blushing,” Sophia reported, delighted. “Look at him. Total tomato.”

“I’m not blushing. I’m eating eggs.”

“That’s what a tomato would say.”

Natalia lifted her coffee mug to hide her face, but I caught the pink in her cheeks and the way her eyes flicked to Sophia and away. Whenever the subject drifted toward my love life, she disappeared a little behind the rim of her cup. Once or twice she and Sophia traded a look across the table, brief and knowing, and I decided it was wiser not to ask what the look meant.

Later, while Mia and Chloe went off to gather their things and I carried plates to the sink, I saw Sophia slide off her chair and corner Natalia by the refrigerator. They stood close, shoulders almost touching, voices pitched low. I couldn’t hear the words. I didn’t need to. Sophia had her arms crossed and her head tilted at that angle she’d had since she was ten, the one that meant she was conducting an interrogation. Natalia shook her head, then nodded, then gestured at the ceiling. The guest room. I saw her mouth form the words nothing happened. I saw Sophia say something that made her friend duck her head and go scarlet to the roots of her hair.

Sophia put a hand on Natalia’s arm, and her expression changed, softening into something warm and steady. She said a few more words. Natalia let out a shaky laugh and hugged her.

I turned back to the sink and ran the water, pretending an intense interest in a skillet.

When I glanced up again, Sophia was looking directly at me over her friend’s shoulder. She grinned, slow and bright and perfectly mischievous, and winked.

I scrubbed the skillet harder than it required.

* * *

Three weeks changed the sound of the building. On opening day it had been a roar, a continuous, happy, slightly panicked noise that made the walls hum. By the third Monday, things were running more smoothly. When I pushed through the front doors at six forty, the gym was already busy. Weights clanked, people moved between machines, and several members were finishing their sets. A treadmill whirred at a measured jog. Somewhere beyond the mirrors a trainer was calling out a count in a voice that carried without shouting.

The lot had been half full when I parked. Not the frantic overflow of opening weekend, but the dependable early-morning crowd, the regulars who had folded us into their routines faster than I’d dared to hope. I had spent a good part of the weekend with the spreadsheets, and the numbers still made me smile when I thought about them. Memberships had cleared my best projection by the end of the second week. Retention was running well above the industry average, which I had assumed would be the first thing to sag. Sophia’s campaign hadn’t slowed. If anything it had learned to feed itself, with members posting their own clips and tagging the account, so that new faces kept appearing at the desk holding up their phones and saying they’d seen us online.

I took my coffee through the lobby and let myself enjoy the walk.

Natalia was already behind the reception counter, headset pushed back on her head, tablet propped beside the keyboard. She wore the staff uniform in black and warm gold, fitted leggings and a cropped athletic top with the logo small across the chest, her hair in a clean high ponytail. She looked, as she did every morning, like the person the uniform had been designed for. I noticed that. I was learning to notice it and then keep walking, the way you learn not to stare directly at a bright light.

What held my attention longer was what she was doing. A young woman hovered near the entrance, clutching a water bottle and reading the wall of class times as though it might bite. Natalia saw her at once. She came around the counter, and said something I couldn’t hear. The woman nodded, laughed a little, and let herself be steered toward the stretching area, where a young woman was setting out mats.

I took a long sip of coffee. Fresh from the machine, it still tasted like a decision I’d gotten right. I continued down the main floor, and the building opened around me.

The racks Natalia had designed stood in their orderly row, three of them occupied, a trio of women loading plates. Past them, the hip thrust corner was busy. The cable stations had a short line. I passed the water stations, the filming area with its ring light and tidy corner, and the glass-walled sauna, where a woman in a robe sat waiting with her eyes closed and a bottle of cold water on her knee. Everything had a little wear on it now. Not much, just enough to show that people lived here.

“Boss!”

The voice came from the strength floor. Jessica jogged over from the strength floor, chalk dusting her hands, her braids tied back and her shoulders bare in a sleeveless Lift Society tank. She was twenty-six, a former collegiate powerlifter with a physique that made most of the men in the building look like they were trying too hard. She had interviewed with a binder of programming notes and a competitive streak so bright it nearly glowed. On her first day she had challenged one of the other trainers to a deadlift contest. She had won.

“Morning, Jess.”

“Did you see the numbers? Two of my new clients hit personal records last week. Two. One of them is a woman who told me she hadn’t picked up anything heavier than a grocery bag in her life.”

“I saw. Good work.”

“I know it’s good work. I’m saying I’m a genius.” She grinned, chalk dusting her forearms. “When are you going to let me program you? You’re strong enough. You just lift like someone who’s afraid to break the equipment.”

“The equipment’s insured.”

“Then break it a little.”

“I’ll consider it.”

“That’s what you said last week.” She pointed the bar at me and trotted back toward her group.

Across the floor, a clear laugh rang out. Emma stood at the edge of the mobility studio in a sage-green set, her hair in a loose braid, demonstrating a hip opener to a cluster of beginners. She was twenty-four, certified in Pilates and corrective movement, and she had a way of making an awkward stretch look like an invitation. The beginners adored her. People who had walked in terrified of the weight room now begged her for extra sessions. I had seen a man twice her size, a retired contractor with a back like an old bridge, stop mid-class to ask whether she would be there Thursday.

She spotted me and waved with her free hand. “Dan! Come try it! We have a spot!”

“I’ll pass.”

“You’d be amazing at it. You just need to stop being stiff.”

“I am not stiff.”

“You are the stiffest man alive. Ask anyone.”

“I haven’t asked anyone.”

“Jessica says so too.”

From the strength floor, without turning around, Jessica called, “I definitely do!”

The beginners tittered. I raised my coffee to both of them in surrender and moved on, and the funny thing was that I didn’t mind. They teased me the way colleagues tease someone they like, with an easy, offhand warmth that I had never once experienced in an executive office. I was the only man on the payroll. I’d noticed that early, and wondered how it would feel. It turned out to feel like being the unlikely mascot of a very good team, tolerated, mocked, and quietly looked after.

The rest of the staff were a mixed and capable bunch: two more trainers, a part-time nutrition coach, and a pair of part-time attendants who handled towels and cleaning. Sophia dropped in between classes to shoot footage and meet with her campaign contacts. Mia and Chloe appeared most afternoons, unannounced, with ring lights and matching workout sets, sometimes training and sometimes just orbiting the front counter. Last Thursday they had filmed a series of clips for the account, six takes of Mia pretending to be unimpressed by a squat rack. I’d watched from the office window and decided it was best not to be involved.

By eight thirty, I was back near the front, leaning on the end of the counter, when a small problem arrived.

A trainer named Dana, one of the new hires, hurried in from the floor with a worried look. “Natalia, I think we double-booked. Jessica has a nine o’clock with a new member, and I have the same slot. Same client, same time. Somebody put her in twice.”

I straightened, already composing an apology. Natalia held up a finger.

“Hang on.” She tapped the tablet, scrolled, tapped again. “Okay. It’s a duplicate from the online booking system. She booked the nine o’clock through the app and again through the website, so both slots went through. I’ll cancel the website one.” Her fingers flew. “And since the client is a beginner, she’d probably do better with Dana. Jessica’s block is full of people who want to hit the platform. I’ll move her to you, Dana, and send her a message so she doesn’t show up confused.” She looked up. “Does that work?”

“That works perfectly,” Dana said, visibly relieved.

“Great. I’ll flag the glitch for the software people.” She hit send, tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, and smiled at the next member in line.

I hadn’t said a word. I hadn’t needed to. A few weeks ago I would have been called over to untangle it, and I would have done it with some mild irritation. Now I stood at the counter feeling like a man who had hired the right person and got out of the way.

She caught my eye when the line cleared. “You were going to help.”

“I was going to try.”

“You’d have taken forever.”

“I’d have been thorough.”

“You’d have emailed someone.” She smiled, and there was something private in it, a smile she saved for the end of long days and the quiet hours after close. “Are we still on for tonight? Legs?”

“I’ll bring my own water.”

“Good. I’m increasing the weight.”

“Please be gentle.”

“Never,” she said, and turned to greet the next person in line.

Over the past three weeks, the evenings had become a habit neither of us had officially agreed to. When the doors locked and the trainers filed out, Natalia would find me wherever I was, and we would spend an hour on the empty floor, spotting each other, trading cues, arguing about form. It had started as something cute and had turned into the best part of my day. I walked toward my office with my coffee cooling in my hand, aware of how much I had started counting the hours until six.

* * *

Three days later, on Thursday evening, the building had gone cozy in the way I’d come to like. The last member had badged out at nine fifty-two, the trainers had said their goodnights, and the music had been turned down to a murmur that hardly counted as sound. I sat in my office with a stack of invoices and a pen I’d been tapping against the desk for several minutes without writing anything.

“You know,” a voice said from the doorway, “there’s a very expensive gym out here, and its owner rarely uses it.”

I looked up. Natalia leaned against the frame with her arms crossed and her head tilted, still in her uniform, her ponytail a little looser than it had been at the start of the day. She wore the expression of a woman who had been rehearsing this exact sentence.

“I use it,” I said.

“You walk through it holding coffee. That’s different.”

“I train with you most nights.”

“That’s me dragging you. This is me challenging you.” She pushed off the frame and stepped inside, picking up an invoice by one corner and dropping it again with theatrical distaste. “The owner is supposed to set an example. Lead from the front. Instead you’re back here counting towels.”

“Towels are a significant line item.”

“Come on.”

“Fine.” I put down the pen. “I’ve been lifting since before you could walk.”

“Which is exactly the problem. You’ve had a lot of time to get old and cranky.” She smiled, wicked and bright. “Prove it. One real session. No spreadsheet voice. I pick the exercises.”

I should have said no. I had a deadline, a dozen emails, and a reasonable awareness of how the last three weeks had been tilting. Instead, I stood, and I felt the corner of my mouth lift before I could stop it.

“Give me ten minutes to change.”

“Five.”

“Eight.”

“Deal,” she said, and left without waiting for the counteroffer.

I changed in the staff locker room, a black t-shirt and shorts, my oldest training shoes, and walked out onto the floor to find her already warmed up. She stood at the mirror in her black leggings and a fitted gold top, hair pinned up, tying a wrap around her wrist. The overhead lights had been dimmed to half, so the floor had a warm, intimate look, like a theater after the show. Every machine stood still. Every mirror held two people.

She’d set up the squat rack with a loaded bar. “Three exercises,” she said. “Squats, then hip thrusts, then Romanian deadlifts. Three rounds. Whoever puts in the best performance wins.”

“What does the winner get?”

“Bragging rights. And you buy the smoothies tomorrow.”

“I’m the owner. Everything’s technically already mine.”

“Then you can’t lose.”

I laughed and started adding plates to the bar.

She was good. I had known she was good, but watching her train was different from listening to her talk about it. We took turns at the rack, changing the weights between sets, and I could see the experience in every rep she performed. She had spent two years reading research and watching film, and it showed in her control, her tempo, the way she handled the bar. She talked about mechanical tension and sticking points the way I had once talked about margins.

I, meanwhile, had a good deal more iron on the bar than she’d apparently expected. When I racked my first working set, she stood with her mouth slightly open.

“Okay,” she said. “That’s a lot.”

“I did mention the years.”

“You mentioned years. You didn’t mention actual numbers.” She stepped closer, running a hand down the bar. “How much was that?”

“More than a grocery bag.”

“Shut up.” She shoved my shoulder, and I felt the strength in it. “I thought you were going to be, like, polite about it.”

“I’m never polite under a barbell.”

When her turn came, she stripped off some plates and stepped under the bar, and I moved behind her to spot. She settled into her stance, shoulders set, spine long, and then she descended, controlled and deep, her thighs working, the fabric of her leggings pulling taut across her hips. On the way up, she drove through her feet and her whole body moved with a smooth, athletic power that I had absolutely no business watching with the attention I gave it.

“Closer,” she said, breathing hard, between reps. “Stay close. I need you right here in case I fail.”

I stepped in. My hands hovered near her torso, and on the third rep she struggled coming out of the bottom. I moved closer, ready to help her finish, and she pushed through it with a small grunt. Her back brushed my chest as she straightened.

“Don’t move,” she said quietly.

“Natalia.”

“I’m not done. One more.”

I stayed close as she descended again, my arms ready around her torso. She drove upward, slower this time, and I helped her through the last few inches. Then she stepped forward and racked the weight with a clang that echoed down the empty floor.

She turned around. Her face was flushed, her eyes dark and a little wild. She didn’t step away. “That was a good rep,” she said.

“It was a very good rep.”

“You were an excellent spotter.”

“Thank you.”

We stood there, a foot apart, and I watched her gaze drop to my mouth and rise again. Then she laughed, wiped her palms on her thighs, and said, “Your turn,” and I went back to the bar with my pulse thudding in my ears.

We worked through the remaining exercises, taking turns with the weights. Natalia was especially strong on hip thrusts, and she seemed pleased when I admitted it. I had the advantage on the heavier lifts, though, and she kept glancing at the plates I added, shaking her head whenever she thought I wasn’t looking.

On the last set of Romanian deadlifts, I went heavier than before. She watched me from the side with her arms crossed, counting. I kept the bar close to my legs and finished the set without breaking form. When I put it down, she walked over and put one hand flat against my chest, as if to feel my heart.

“Okay, I take it back,” she said. “You’re not old. You’re strong.”

“That’s very generous.”

“You’re really strong.” Her fingers spread, tracing the line of my pectoral through the damp cotton. “Like, ridiculously. You have no right to look like this. I thought dads were supposed to get soft.”

“I’m an exception.”

“I noticed.” Her eyes lifted to mine. She let her hand fall away, slowly.

We took a break on the bench by the mirrors, passing a water bottle back and forth. My heart was still pounding. The gym hummed around us. Natalia sat with one leg tucked under her, picking at the edge of her wrist wrap.

“Can I tell you something about Sophia?” she said.

“Please.”

“She caught me, the morning after the party. In your bed. You remember.”

“It’s difficult to forget.”

“She teased me for a week.” She winced, but she was smiling. “She asked if I had a crush on you. I told her nothing happened, which is true. But she didn’t seem interested in that part. She just kept asking if I wanted something to happen.”

I turned the bottle in my hands. “What did you say?”

“I said it was a leaking air conditioner.” She laughed, then went quiet. “Were you embarrassed? That she saw us?”

I thought about it honestly. “Surprised,” I said. “Not embarrassed. I wasn’t embarrassed about being next to you. I liked having you there.”

She went still. Then her whole face relaxed, the way the light softens at the end of a day.

“Good,” she said. “Because I’ve thought about it a lot. That night. More than I’d like to admit.”

“Have you?”

“A lot.” She turned the wrap over in her fingers. “Do you? Ever think about it? About holding me again?”

“Yes,” I said. “I do.”

She let out a breath. Her lips parted, and she looked as though she might say something else, and then her eyes drifted to the clock above the entrance and she sat bolt upright.

“Oh no. It’s almost eleven.”

“It is.”

“My mom is going to ask where I was.” She was already on her feet, grabbing her bag. “I told her I’d be home by ten thirty.”

I walked her to the entrance. The glass doors were dark with night, and our reflections stood in them side by side. She stopped with her hand on the handle and turned.

Then she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around my waist. It wasn’t a quick hug. Her cheek rested against my chest, and her arms tightened, and I held her, my chin against her hair, for longer than any friendly goodbye should have lasted.

“Goodnight, Dan,” she murmured against my shirt.

“Goodnight.”

She let go, slipped out into the night, and I watched her taillights recede down the empty street.

I stood there for a long time with my hand still on the cool glass. The gym stretched out behind me, quiet and gleaming and mine. Three weeks ago it had been my project, my second act. Now I understood that a part of it, a part I hadn’t planned for, had started to matter more than the rest. I was looking forward to the evenings. I was looking forward to her. And I didn’t know what to do with that, except lock the door and drive home.

* * *

On Friday afternoon, I came out of my office to find the front desk in session.

Sophia sat on the counter itself, one leg swinging, her backpack slumped at her feet like a body she had no intention of dealing with. Mia leaned against the end of the counter in a cropped black set, her arms folded and her chin raised in lofty judgment. Chloe perched on a stool with a smoothie and a mischievous glow. And behind the desk, Natalia had one hand pressed to her mouth, her shoulders shaking with the effort of not laughing.

“There he is,” Sophia announced. “The subject of today’s proceedings.”

“I don’t like how that sounds.”

“You shouldn’t.” She slid down from the counter and planted herself in front of me with the gravity of a surgeon about to deliver a diagnosis. “We’ve been discussing your dating life.”

“I don’t have a dating life.”

“Exactly. That’s the problem. I’ve decided you need professional help.”

“From whom?”

“From me. I’m taking over.”

Mia raised a hand. “I’d like to formally volunteer as the first candidate.”

“Mia.”

“What? I’m serious. A man in your position, newly single, successful, running a thriving business, should be seen in public with a beautiful woman at least once a week. It’s good for the brand.” She tilted her head and gave me a smile. “I’d be happy to be the brand.”

“I’m equally available,” Chloe said, in her sweetest voice, stirring her smoothie. “And I’d like to point out that quiet women get overlooked. Not everyone wants a loud date. Some people prefer someone who’ll actually let them talk.”

“You mean someone who won’t interrupt his small talk with commentary,” Mia said.

“I mean exactly that.”

“I do not do commentary.”

“You did commentary on the sauna playlist for forty minutes.”

“It was a bad playlist.”

I looked at Natalia for help. She was laughing now, openly, her head tipped back, completely unbothered. There was no edge in it, no flicker of rivalry. She leaned her elbows on the counter and said, “You can’t pick one. They’ll fight.”

“They’re not fighting,” I said. “They’re negotiating.”

“It’s friendly negotiating,” Chloe said.

“Collaborative,” Mia agreed.

I straightened up and tried for dignity. “I managed to have a marriage and raise a daughter without anyone’s matchmaking services. I think I can find my own dinner companions.”

Sophia gave me a long, pitying look. “Dad. With love. Your marriage is not exactly a persuasive advertisement for your romantic judgment.”

“That’s unkind.”

“It’s accurate. You married someone who made you feel like a roommate for ten years.” She ticked points on her fingers. “You’re good looking. You’re in great shape. You own a successful business. You’re financially stable. You cook. You’re kind. And you’re single. Do you understand how rare that is? There are women literally lining up. You just keep assuming they’re joking.”

“Because they usually are.”

“They are not,” Mia and Chloe said at the same time, and then looked at each other and burst out laughing.

I rubbed the back of my neck. The conversation felt like a game I’d been playing for months without ever having learned the rules. “Don’t you two have a workout to do?”

“Subtle,” Mia said. “Very subtle.” But she pushed off the counter, tossing her ponytail over her shoulder, and hooked her arm through Chloe’s. “Come on. Leg day. I need to look good at the dinner I’m not being invited to.”

“Maybe next week,” Chloe said, with a wave.

They sauntered off toward the floor, their voices rising together in the kind of intimate conversation that only two close friends can sustain. Natalia’s phone buzzed on the counter, and a member stepped up with a question about parking validation, and she turned to help him, leaving me alone with Sophia.

My daughter’s face changed. The teasing evaporated, and what replaced it was warmer, and a little more careful. “Walk with me?” she said.

We drifted toward the windows, away from the desk, where the afternoon light slanted across the polished floor. She leaned against the glass and folded her arms, and for a second she looked very young and very grown at the same time.

“I mean it, you know,” she said. “The matchmaking thing. I’m not just being funny.”

“I know you’re not.”

“You look happy, Dad. Really happy. I haven’t seen it in years, and I don’t want you to second-guess it.” She studied me. “I told you that night in the kitchen that I wouldn’t mind if you dated someone younger. Even someone in my circle. That wasn’t a joke either. It’s just you, and whether you’re okay.”

“I appreciate that.”

“I mean it. You’d get no resentment from me.” A small, sly curve tugged at her mouth. “Even if, say, you did end up with a certain friend of mine you’ve been sharing a bed with.”

“Come on, sweetheart.”

“I’m just saying. I walked in on it. I’m allowed to ask.”

I glanced across the floor. Natalia was walking the member toward the lot with a hand extended, explaining something, her ponytail swinging. “Nothing’s happened,” I said.

“That’s not an answer, that’s a wall.”

“It’s the truth.”

“Is there something developing?”

I looked at my daughter, who looked back at me with her mother’s eyes and her own stubborn fairness. “I’m not sure yet,” I said finally. “I don’t want to rush anything. I don’t want to make her uncomfortable, or you.”

“I’m not uncomfortable. I’m curious.” She poked my arm. “And proud.”

I pulled her into a one-armed hug, and she let me, resting her head briefly against my shoulder. When I let go, she looked up, opened her mouth to say something, and stopped.

Across the lobby, Natalia had returned to the desk and picked up her phone. I knew the moment she looked at it, because her whole posture changed. Her shoulders drew in. She read down the screen, scrolled, and read again, and a small crease appeared between her brows.

Sophia saw it too. “Hey,” she said, and went over. I followed.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” Natalia set the phone face down. “It’s just my mom.”

“That doesn’t look like nothing,” Sophia said.

Natalia exhaled, and her shoulders dropped. “She’s been texting me all afternoon. She found out we trained alone last night. I mentioned it in passing, I thought it was no big deal, and now she’s…” She spread her hand. “She thinks it’s inappropriate. A young woman, alone at night with her much older boss. She keeps asking what we talk about. She asked straight out whether I like you.”

“Like me,” I said carefully.

“She said it like that. Like you.” Her cheeks pinked. “I told her I’ve known you for years. That you’re someone I trust. And she got suspicious because I defended you so hard. She said if I were just working for you, I wouldn’t care so much what she thought of you.”

Sophia let out a short, exasperated breath. “That is so typical.”

“Sophia.”

“It is. Your mom does this. Every time something good happens to you, she finds a way to make it a crisis. Remember when you got the waitressing job? She said it would ruin your grades. When you started working out she said you were wasting money. I swear, half the nights you stayed at my house were because she’d decided something was a catastrophe.”

“She’s trying to protect me.”

“She’s trying to control you.”

“Both can be true,” Natalia said quietly.

I had kept my mouth shut because it wasn’t my argument, and because I had learned in business, and the hard way in my marriage, that the quickest way to make a conflict worse was to walk into the middle of it with a plan. But Natalia was looking at the floor as though she had done something wrong, and that I couldn’t leave alone.

“Natalia,” I said. She looked up. “You haven’t done anything wrong. Training with me after hours is a decision we made together. It’s not inappropriate, and you don’t owe anyone an apology for it.”

“I know.” She tried to smile. “I’ll handle her when I get home. It’ll be fine. She’ll yell, I’ll listen, we’ll eat dinner.”

The phone buzzed again on the counter. The screen lit with MOM, and Natalia stared at it as though it had spoken. She didn’t touch it. A second later it went dark, and then it lit again.

“I should get this,” she said, in a thin voice. “Excuse me.”

She took it into the back office and shut the door. Through the glass I could see her standing very straight, one hand pressed to her forehead, her free arm wrapped around her ribs.

Sophia watched her for a moment, then crossed her arms and turned to me. “You see what I mean?”

“I see.”

“She’s going to need somewhere to go, Dad. If this gets worse.”

“I know.”

She said nothing more, and neither did I. Natalia came out a few minutes later, composed and pale, and finished her shift the way she finished all of them, politely, efficiently, with a smile for every member who stopped at the desk. Only the tightness around her eyes gave her away. At the end of the afternoon she gathered her bag, said goodbye to Sophia, and hesitated in front of me.

“I’m okay,” she said.

“If you need anything, call.”

“I will.” She tried to smile. “Thanks, Dan.”

I watched her walk to her car, a small, straight-backed figure crossing the lot with her keys held tight in her fist, and I stood in the window long enough that the lot began to empty around me. Her car pulled out onto the street, signaled, and turned toward the part of town where the trees thinned and the lawns went from trimmed to merely tolerated. I thought about the oatmeal-colored house and the marigolds. I thought about a curtain shifting in a front window, and about a woman on the other side of it who loved her daughter badly and out of fear.

Sophia came to stand beside me, her bag over her shoulder.

“She’ll be okay,” she said, not quite convincing either of us.

“Probably.”

“If it gets bad, she knows where we are.”

“She does.” I turned from the glass. “Go. Mia and Chloe are waiting on you.”

She squeezed my arm and left. I stayed a little longer, one hand on the cool pane, watching the empty street and trying to decide whether a man had any business worrying this much about someone else’s mother. I decided he did, and I went back to the invoices, and for the rest of the evening I read the same page four times.

* * *

The storm arrived a little after ten, the way storms do in Southern California, which is to say all at once and with a certain smugness about it. For an hour, the sky had been a bruised, sullen gray. Then the first thunder rolled in over the hills, and the rain came down in sheets that turned the patio into a shallow lake and made the pool look like it was boiling.

I sat in the dining room with my laptop and a cup of tea that had gone cold, reviewing the week’s figures. They were good. Better than good. Revenue was up again, the cancellation rate had dipped, and the new trainers were already booked well into next month. Under any other circumstances I would have been pleased with myself. Instead, I kept finding my eyes drifting to my phone, face up beside the keyboard, and my mind drifting to a small straight-backed figure crossing a parking lot.

Upstairs, music thumped faintly through the ceiling. Sophia had a midterm on Monday and had announced that she would be studying until she achieved enlightenment or collapsed. Every so often a chair scraped or a muffled groan came through the floorboards.

The phone lit up at ten forty.

NATALIA.

I answered before the second ring. “Hello?”

“Hi.” Her voice was barely there. It was thin and flat, with rain behind it, and a hitch in the middle where she was trying not to cry. “Hi, Dan. Sorry. I know it’s late. Are you home?”

“I’m home. Where are you?”

A pause. Thunder cracked somewhere close, and I heard her flinch. “Outside,” she said. “Your front gate. I didn’t want to ring the bell in case it, I didn’t know if Sophia was asleep.”

I was already on my feet. “Stay there.”

I grabbed an umbrella from the stand by the door, realized it would be useless, and dropped it. Rain hit me like a wall the moment I stepped out. I ran down the driveway with my shirt plastering itself to my back and found her at the gate, hugging a small duffel bag against her chest, her hair plastered to her face, her gray sweater soaked black and clinging to her. Her mascara had run.

“I’m sorry,” she said at once. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know where else to go. I should have called first, I didn’t want to bother…”

“Natalia.” I punched in the code and hauled the gate open. “Inside. Now. Apologies later.”

I got an arm around her shoulders and steered her up the drive and through the front door, and the warmth of the house closed around us like a hand. I sat her on the bench in the foyer and ran to the hall closet for the thickest towels I owned. When I came back she had her head down, her wet hair hanging in her face, her bag in her lap. I wrapped a towel around her shoulders and knelt to untie her soaked sneakers.

“You don’t have to do that,” she whispered.

“I know.” I pulled the first shoe free. “Let me.”

I got her into the kitchen, turned on the heat, and put the kettle on. She sat at the island swaddled in two towels, her knees drawn up, shivering. I put a mug of tea between her hands and waited, because I had learned that the worst thing you could do to someone in a state like this was to ask questions too early.

She took a long sip and stared into the mug. “My mom confronted me,” she said at last. “As soon as I got home.”

“What happened?”

“She’d been thinking about it all day. About me and you.” She laughed, short and miserable. “She said I talk about you constantly. She said I’d gotten happier since I started at the gym, but it didn’t feel right, and she wanted to know why. She pointed out how often I stay late. How I’m always at your house. How I said I trained with you last night.” She swallowed. “She asked me straight out if I had feelings for you.”

“What did you say?”

“I tried to calm her down. I said you were Sophia’s dad. That you’d been good to me. And she said that’s what predators say, that a wealthy older man who hires a young girl and pays for her gym membership can’t possibly mean well.” Her voice cracked. “She said you were too old for me. That you were old enough to be my father. That I was embarrassing myself.”

I kept my face still, though something low and hot moved in my chest. “Go on.”

“I tried to hold it together. I really did. But she wouldn’t stop. And finally I just said it.” Her eyes lifted to mine, wet and enormous. “I said I cared about you. That I might have feelings. That it wasn’t something I planned and I couldn’t help it.”

The kitchen was very quiet. Rain drummed on the windows.

“She went white,” Natalia whispered. “And then she got loud. I defended you. I told her how supportive you’ve been my whole life, how much this job means to me, how you never, you’ve never once been anything but respectful. She didn’t care. She gave me an ultimatum. Stop seeing you outside work and give up any idea of liking you, or I’m not welcome in the house.” She set the mug down with shaking hands. “I told her I couldn’t promise that. I couldn’t promise to stop caring about someone. And she said then I could figure out somewhere else to live. So I took a bag and left.”

“She said that?”

“She said she wouldn’t tolerate it.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her wrist. “She didn’t physically throw me out. She didn’t say never come back. I think she’s hoping I’ll come crawling home tomorrow.” A broken little laugh. “I might have. I almost did. I walked around for an hour in the rain, trying to decide. And then my feet just brought me here.”

I came around the island and stood in front of her. Every instinct I had said solve it. Write a check, call a lawyer, find her an apartment by Monday, fix it in the way I had always fixed things, with competence and money. And I recognized, with a kind of cold clarity, that this was exactly what she did not need. She hadn’t come for a landlord. She had come to be heard.

“You’re welcome to stay tonight,” I said. “And as long as you need after that. But we don’t have to decide anything now. You’re soaked, you’re exhausted, and nothing gets figured out at eleven o’clock after a fight like that.”

She nodded, wiping her face.

“Your mother has no right to dictate what you feel,” I added. “She’s allowed to worry. She isn’t allowed to tell you how to feel.”

“But she’s not completely wrong.” She looked down. “Is she? About the age. About you being my boss.”

“No,” I said honestly. “She isn’t. There are real complications. I’m way older than you. I sign your paychecks. You’ve been in and out of my house since you were a kid. Those are things we can’t pretend away, and she’s right to be afraid of them.”

“Then maybe I shouldn’t…”

“Natalia.” I crouched so we were eye to eye. “I’m not saying any of this to push you away. I’m saying it because you deserve a man who tells you the truth.”

Her chin trembled. “Is it wrong?” she asked, so softly I almost missed it. “That I feel this way about you? Do you think there’s something wrong with me?”

“No.” I took her hand, damp and cold, between both of mine. “You have nothing to be ashamed of. Nothing. Not in your heart, not in what you’ve said tonight.”

Her eyes filled. Quick footsteps hit the stairs, and Sophia appeared in the kitchen doorway in a sweatshirt, her glasses shoved up onto her forehead. She took one look at Natalia and crossed the room.

“Oh, Natalia,” she said, and wrapped her arms around her. Natalia folded into the hug, her shoulders shaking, and Sophia rocked her gently, murmuring that it was okay, that she’d heard everything from the stairs and her mom would come around, that nobody was going to let her sleep on the street. I stepped back and let them have it. After a while, Sophia pulled back, thumbed the tears from her friend’s cheeks, and said, “Shower. Hot. Then you borrow my pajamas, and we’ll figure the rest out tomorrow.”

Natalia nodded, sniffling. “Okay.”

* * *

She came back down twenty minutes later in a gray t-shirt and drawstring shorts, her skin pink from the heat, her hair twisted into a damp braid. The tension had drained from her face, replaced by a bone-deep tiredness. Sophia had gone back upstairs to retrieve her phone charger and, I suspected, to give us a minute.

“The guest room is fixed,” I told her. “The AC guy came last Thursday. It’s dry, I promise. I’ll put fresh sheets on.”

“Okay.” She hovered in the doorway, one hand on the frame. “Dan?”

“Yes?”

“Would it be okay if I…” She stopped and tried again. Her cheeks flushed. “Could I sleep with you again? Beside you. Like before.”

I didn’t answer right away.

“I know it’s a lot to ask,” she said in a rush. “I know it’s complicated. I just keep thinking about how safe I felt that night, after the party. I haven’t stopped thinking about it, honestly. And tonight I really don’t want to be alone. I won’t, I don’t expect anything. I just want to sleep.”

Everything careful in me spoke up at once. She was shaken and raw. She had been disowned, or nearly, by the person who was supposed to love her without conditions. A decent man would not take a night like this as an invitation to anything. And a decent man, I thought, would also not send a frightened girl into an empty room because it made his own life tidier.

“Okay,” I said. “On one condition. You tell me the moment you want to change your mind, about anything.”

“Deal.”

“And nothing happens tonight except sleep.”

“Nothing,” she agreed, and a grateful smile broke through. “Thank you.”

* * *

We lay in the dark with the storm rumbling away to the east. This time there was no wall of pillows. She slid into bed beside me as though she had done it a hundred times, turned onto her side, and fit herself against my chest without a word. My arm came around her. Her hand found my sternum, her fingers spread.

For a long while, we simply listened to the rain.

“She wasn’t wrong,” Natalia said quietly. “About my feelings. I mean. She was wrong about you. She was so wrong about who you are. But she wasn’t wrong about me.”

I stroked her hair. “I know.”

“Do you?” She lifted her head. In the faint light from the window, I could see her eyes, steady and searching. “Do you feel something for me too? Or am I only making things harder?”

I could have been careful. I could have said we should wait, think, sleep on it. But she had been brave tonight in front of her mother, and in my kitchen, and she was being brave now, and I owed her the same.

“I do,” I said. “I feel something for you. A lot. I’ve tried not to for weeks.”

She rose up on one elbow and looked down at me, and then she leaned in and kissed me. It was a small kiss, her lips warm and slightly salt. I returned it, one hand curving along her jaw, and for a moment the world narrowed to that single point of contact and the sound of the rain. She tasted like toothpaste and tea. When she drew back, her eyes were bright, and she smiled, shy and radiant and a little stunned.

“Okay,” she whispered.

“Okay.”

She settled back against me, tucking her head under my chin, and neither of us tried for anything more. My pulse was a heavy drumbeat. I was intensely aware of the length of her against me, the warmth of her thigh, the curve of her hip under my palm, and I held perfectly still, breathing slowly, and let the wanting pass through me without acting on it. She had come to me hurt. That settled the matter.

Her breathing slowed. Her fingers uncurled against my chest. Somewhere past midnight, she sighed and went soft all at once, asleep in my arms with the rain pattering against the glass.


Chapter 7

Saturday arrived. The storm had worn itself out sometime before dawn, and the light that came through the curtains was thin and rinsed clean. I woke with the unfamiliar sense of having slept all the way through, and with a warm weight against my side that I recognized before I opened my eyes.

Natalia had not moved far. Her head still lay in the hollow of my shoulder, one hand flat on my chest, her braid come half undone and fanned across the pillow. She breathed slowly and even. Outside, water dripped steadily from the gutters, a leftover sound from last night, and somewhere down the street a lawn crew had already started up a mower, indifferent to the fact that a man’s whole life had tilted a few degrees in the dark.

I lay there and let myself take stock. The last time she’d woken in this bed, she had gone rigid and apologetic and bright red, and Sophia had walked in on us like a detective arriving at a crime scene. This time there was no pillow wall in ruins at the foot of the mattress. There was no excuse, no leaking ceiling, no story I’d have to tell. There was just a woman I’d kissed the night before, asleep against me because she wanted to be, and a peace that felt less like awkwardness and more like possibility.

She stirred. Her fingers curled, then flexed, and she sighed. One eye opened and found my face. “Hi,” she murmured.

“Morning.”

I waited for the flush, the scramble, the sorry about this. It didn’t come. She just looked at me for a long moment with a smile, as though checking that I was still here and still the same man, and then she tucked her chin down against my collarbone and let out a satisfied breath.

“You’re still here,” she murmured.

“It’s my bed.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I know what you meant.” I ran my thumb along her shoulder. “I’m still here.”

She was quiet for a while. The mower droned on outside. A bird tried out a few notes and thought better of it. “I kept waking up,” she admitted. “Not in a bad way. I’d wake up, and I’d think, did that really happen? And I’d listen to you breathing, and then I’d believe it for a few minutes and fall asleep again.”

“That makes two of us.”

“You woke up too?”

“Around four. I lay here trying to work out whether I’d dreamed the whole thing.”

“Did you decide?”

“I decided I’m not that creative.”

She laughed into my chest, and I felt it all the way down. She lifted her head, propped her chin on her fist, and studied me with an expression I hadn’t seen on her before. It had none of the shyness she wore at the front desk, none of the careful politeness. It was curious and a little mischievous, a look that belonged to a person who had decided to stop pretending.

“You snore a little,” she informed me.

“I do not.”

“It’s very quiet. Like a cat.”

“That’s not a snore, that’s purring.”

“You also steal the blanket.”

“You’ve been in this bed twice. You are in no position to lecture me on blanket policy.”

“I’m just saying, if this is going to be a regular arrangement, we should discuss terms.”

The words hung there for a second. She heard them a beat after I did, and her cheeks colored, but she didn’t take them back. She held my gaze, chin still on her fist, and waited to see what I’d do with them.

“A regular arrangement,” I repeated.

“Hypothetically.”

“I’d want to review the terms carefully.”

“Naturally. You’re an executive.”

“Former.”

“You still read contracts like one.”

I reached up and tucked the loose hair behind her ear, and she leaned into my palm the way a cat does, eyes drifting half closed. I kissed her then, with no urgency in it and no apology. She kissed me back, her hand sliding up to rest against my jaw, and we stayed like that for a while, in the thin gray light, with nothing demanded of either of us. When we parted, she laid her head back on my chest, and I felt the tension I hadn’t noticed gather in her shoulders.

“My phone’s on the nightstand,” she said quietly.

“Has she called?”

“One text. Around midnight.” She didn’t move to check it. “I haven’t read it. I’m scared it’ll be mean, and I’m scared it won’t be, and I don’t know which is worse.”

“You don’t have to read it before coffee.”

“That’s very practical.”

“I’m known for it.” I pressed my lips to the top of her head. “We don’t have to decide anything this morning. We eat something, we figure out the day, and we go from there.”

She nodded against me. “We.”

“We.”

She let that settle, and I felt the last of the tightness leave her. Then she grinned, quick and wicked. “Okay. But you’re making the coffee. I’ve seen what Sophia does to a French press.”

* * *

The kitchen smelled like butter and burnt toast, which meant my daughter was awake and attempting to cook. Sophia stood at the stove in a sweatshirt and mismatched socks, spatula in hand, a stack of lopsided pancakes growing on a plate beside her. She heard us on the stairs and turned, already opening her mouth, and I braced for the commentary. I’d rehearsed my deflections. Nothing happened. We just slept. It’s not what it looks like.

She took one look at Natalia’s face, and the commentary died unspoken.

“Natalia,” she said, setting down the spatula. “Hey. Sit.”

Natalia sat. She took the stool at the end of the island and wrapped both hands around the mug I handed her, and I watched her try to arrange her face into something casual and fail. Sophia slid onto the stool beside her, close enough that their shoulders touched.

“I heard what happened last night,” she said gently. “But if you want to talk about it, I’m here.”

“I want to.” Natalia took a breath. “I think I need to say it out loud.”

So she told it, start to finish. Her mother at the kitchen table when she got home, the phone buzzing with texts, the questions that kept coming faster than she could answer them. The accusation. The word predator, which landed in the kitchen like a dropped plate. The ultimatum, and the bag she’d packed with her hands shaking. She told it quietly, and without much drama, which made it worse.

Sophia listened without interrupting. Her jaw tightened at the ultimatum. Her eyes flashed at predator, and she shot a quick, furious look in my direction, as if apologizing for something she hadn’t done. When Natalia finished, Sophia put both arms around her and held on.

“I’m so sorry,” she said into her hair. “That’s not okay. You know that, right? That is not okay.”

“She’s just scared.”

“She can be scared and still be wrong.” Sophia pulled back and held her by the shoulders. “You don’t get to be told what to feel. Nobody does. And you’re not going back there to be punished for it, not while I’m alive.”

“Sophia…”

“I mean it. You can stay here as long as you need. I’ll fight for the good bathroom if I have to.”

Natalia laughed and wiped her eyes. “You hate sharing the good bathroom.”

“For you, I’ll suffer.”

I stood by the coffee maker and watched the two of them, my daughter and the girl who had been her shadow since elementary school, leaning together over a plate of mangled pancakes. It struck me that Sophia had grown into a better person than I had any right to take credit for. She hadn’t asked a single question about what had happened between Natalia and me. She had simply put her friend first.

I waited until the pancakes had been divided and the first bites eaten. Then I set down my mug. “I’d like to go see your mother,” I said.

Both of them looked up.

“Today,” I added. “By myself.”

Natalia’s fork stopped halfway to her mouth. “Alone?”

“Alone.”

“Dan, no. She’ll, I don’t know what she’ll do. She might not even open the door. And if she does, she’ll just…she was so angry. She’ll think you’re there to, to gloat, or to take me away.”

“I’m not going to argue with her,” I said. “I’m not going to demand her approval or tell her she’s wrong. I’m not trying to win anything.”

“Then what are you going to do?”

“Listen.” I leaned against the counter. “Sit at her table, if she’ll let me, and hear what she’s afraid of. I think she’s been carrying a lot for a long time, and nobody has ever asked her about it. She’s been defending her daughter against a stranger in her head. I’d like to remind her I’m a person.”

Natalia stared at me. Her eyes were wide, and recognizably touched. “You’d do that for me?”

“I’d do it for her too. She raised you. That counts for a great deal.”

Sophia squeezed Natalia’s arm. “He’s good at this, you know. He’s weirdly good at it. Mom used to scream at him for an hour and he’d just nod and ask if she wanted tea.”

“It worked every time,” I said. “Eventually.”

“Eventually,” Sophia agreed.

Natalia was quiet for a long moment, turning the mug in her hands. I saw the fear moving across her face, the old, practiced bracing, and then I saw her decide something. She set the mug down. “Okay,” she said. “Okay. But I’m nervous.”

“That’s allowed.”

“What if it goes badly?”

“Then it goes badly, and you’re still welcome here, and nothing changes.” I held her gaze. “I’m not trying to fix it by force. I’m just trying to open a door. What she does with it is up to her.”

She nodded slowly, and some of the fear eased out of her shoulders. “Her house is the one with the marigolds out front. You know it.”

“I know it.”

“Be careful with the porch step. It’s loose.”

“Noted.”

I finished my coffee standing up. Sophia mouthed good luck over Natalia’s head, and I took my keys from the hook by the door. Behind me I could hear Natalia asking what she was supposed to do with her hands for the next three hours, and Sophia answering that they were going to watch terrible television until it was over.

The air outside was cool and washed clean, and the driveway steamed where the sun had begun to touch it. I stood beside the car for a moment, one hand resting on the roof. I had walked into boardrooms with careers at stake and never felt as unsteady as I did now. But I knew exactly why. I wasn’t going to save a company this time. I was going to sit across from a frightened mother and try, with nothing but honesty, to give her daughter back to her.

I got in and started the engine.

* * *

The house sat at the end of a street where the lawns went from trimmed to merely tolerated, a small oatmeal-colored place with bright orange marigolds crowding the front walk. I parked at the curb and sat for a minute with my hands on the wheel, listening to the engine tick as it cooled.

I had rehearsed a few openings on the drive. None of them survived contact with the actual house. The porch light was still on from the night before, pale in the daylight, and a rain-bent wind chime hung motionless by the door. Someone had swept the steps recently. Someone had cared about this place, and kept caring, long after it stopped being easy.

I took the porch step carefully, as promised, and felt it shift under my weight like a loose tooth. I knocked twice and stepped back.

For a long moment, nothing. Then a lock turned, and the door opened about eight inches, no more.

Her mother looked at me through the gap. She was in jeans and a faded gray sweater, her dark hair pulled into a ponytail that had clearly been tied in a hurry, and her eyes were red-rimmed in a way that said she hadn’t slept either. The resemblance to Natalia hit me harder than I expected. The same brown eyes. The same stubborn set to the mouth. It was like meeting a version of her that life had worked on for twenty more years.

“What are you doing here?” she said flatly.

“I came to talk, if you’re willing. I’m not here to fight with you, and I’m not here to take anything from you. I’d just like to sit down for a few minutes. If you tell me to leave, I’ll go.”

She studied me. I let her. I’d stood in front of boards of directors and walked out of rooms where I’d been shouted down, and I had learned that the worst thing you could do to a suspicious person was rush them.

“Is she with you?” she asked.

“She’s at my house. She’s safe. She’s with Sophia.”

Something in her face flickered, and I couldn’t tell whether it was relief or pain or both. She looked past my shoulder at the street, as though checking for witnesses, and then she sighed and stepped back and opened the door.

“Five minutes,” she said.

She invited me inside. We shook hands. Her name was Laura. The kitchen was small and spotless. A square table sat by the window with four mismatched chairs, and a stack of unopened mail was squared neatly beside a bowl of oranges. The refrigerator was covered in school photos, birthday cards, and a calendar scrawled with shift times in at least three colors of ink. A clock shaped like a rooster ticked above the stove. I noticed all of it the way you notice a person’s life when you are standing in the middle of it, uninvited.

She put the kettle on without asking whether I wanted tea, and I understood that this was both hospitality and armor. We sat across from each other with two chipped mugs between us and said nothing for most of a minute.

“You can say it,” she said finally. “Whatever you came to say.”

“I’d rather you said yours first.”

She blinked. “Mine?”

“I think you’ve been carrying it alone since Natalia was small. I’d like to hear it. Not so I can argue. Just so somebody does.”

She stared at me. For a second I thought she might throw me out after all. Then her hands tightened around her mug, and the words came slowly. “I work at a medical clinic,” she said. “Front desk, scheduling, insurance paperwork. Fourteen years. I get paid what a person gets paid for that. Her father left when she was six, and he never sent a dime, and I never chased him because I didn’t have the energy to chase and work too.” She turned the mug a quarter turn. “I picked up weekend shifts. I cleaned an office building for two years at night. There were months I chose between the electric bill and her shoes. She doesn’t know that. I made sure she never knew.”

“She knows more than you think.”

“I know she does.” Her mouth twisted. “She never asks for anything. Do you understand what that does to a mother? Every other kid wants. Mine doesn’t. She looks at the price tag and puts it back before I can say a word. I did that to her.”

“You kept her fed and housed and alive. That’s not something you did to her.”

She exhaled shakily. “Sophia was the best thing that ever happened to her. I mean that. When they were little and Natalia would come home from your house, she’d be glowing. You always made her feel like she belonged there. I never told you how grateful I am. When you paid for her gym membership, I was embarrassed, and then I was grateful, and then I was embarrassed again for being grateful. I don’t know how to take help from people like you.”

“People like me.”

“People who have it easy.” She said it without malice. “I don’t mean that as an insult. It’s just true. You don’t know what it’s like to count.”

“No,” I said. “I don’t. Not the way you do.”

I let that sit, because it was the truth, and she seemed to hear it as one. Her shoulders lowered a fraction.

“So when I saw how she looked at you,” Laura went on, quieter, “when I saw her face light up at your name, I got scared. I know how this goes. A rich man, an older man, a girl who doesn’t have a safety net. He’s nice to her. He gives her things. He gives her a job. She feels like she owes him. And then one day she wakes up and doesn’t know where she ends and he begins.” She took a breath. “I couldn’t watch that happen. I couldn’t. I’d rather she hate me.”

The kettle clicked off. Neither of us moved.

“That isn’t a ridiculous fear,” I said.

She looked up sharply.

“It isn’t,” I repeated. “I’m forty-five. She’s your daughter. I employ her. I have more money than I can sensibly spend, and she has none, and anyone who pretended that didn’t matter would be lying to you or himself. You’re right to worry about it. If I were you, I would be asking the exact same questions.”

Her lips parted. I don’t think she had expected me to agree with her.

“What I’d ask,” I said gently, “is that you also consider who she is. She isn’t a girl who drifts. She’s stubborn, she’s smart, and she knows what she wants. She told me last night she’d rather sleep in her car than let anyone take care of her out of pity. That’s her mother’s daughter.”

Laura laughed and pressed the back of her wrist to her mouth.

“Can I tell you something about my own house?” I asked. “It might be relevant.”

She nodded.

“My divorce was ugly. Sophia’s mother and I disagreed about nearly everything by the end, and she’s a person who needs to be in control. She was never cruel, exactly, but she had a way of making love feel like a debt. After the papers were signed, she wanted Sophia to live with her. She said it was best for her. She planned things, scheduled things, told Sophia what she was feeling before Sophia could feel it.”

“And Sophia picked you.”

“She picked me. I didn’t ask her to. I told her it was her choice, that I’d support her either way, and I meant it. I think that’s the only reason she chose to come.” I rubbed my thumb along the rim of the mug. “Her mother has not forgiven that. I think she believes I turned our daughter against her. I didn’t. All I did was let Sophia be a person. The thing I learned, the hard way, is that the tighter you hold a grown child, the faster she slips through your fingers. And the looser you hold her, the more likely she is to stay.”

Laura didn’t speak. Her eyes had filled, though she hadn’t blinked.

“I’m not saying you should approve of me,” I said. “You don’t have to. I’m not asking for your blessing. I’m asking you to consider that if you threaten to put her out, she’ll go, because she’s strong enough to. And she’ll go to the people who didn’t make her choose. I don’t want that for her. And I don’t think you do either.”

The tears came then, running straight down her cheeks. She didn’t wipe them. She sat very still, a small woman in a clean kitchen holding the fear she had been carrying alone for nineteen years.

“I’m so afraid,” she whispered. “She’s all I have. If I lose her…”

“You won’t lose her by trusting her.”

“I said terrible things … I said she was embarrassing herself. I said she could find somewhere else to live. She walked out with a bag, in the rain. I stood at the window and watched her go and I couldn’t make myself call her back.” She pressed a hand over her mouth. “What kind of mother does that?”

“A frightened one,” I said. “Which is a very different thing from a bad one.”

She cried for a little while. I let her, and I did not reach across the table or offer a speech. I just sat there, and kept my eyes on the rooster clock, and gave her the dignity of not being watched. When she finally drew a long, shuddering breath, she wiped her face with her palms and looked at the phone lying beside the oranges.

“Is she awake?” she asked.

“She’s been awake for hours. She’s been waiting for you to call.”

Laura picked up the phone. Her hand shook so badly that she had to steady it with the other. She pressed a number, held the phone to her ear, and turned halfway toward the window, and I looked down at my tea to give her privacy.

“Natalia?” Her voice cracked on the name. “Baby, it’s Mom.” A pause, and then the words spilled out. “I’m so sorry. I’m sorry for everything I said. I was scared, and I took it out on you, and it was wrong. You’re not embarrassing yourself. You never could. And I never meant it about the house. This is your home. It always is. You come back whenever you’re ready, and if you’re not ready, that’s okay too. I just need you to know I love you. I’m so sorry, sweetheart.”

She listened. Her free hand pressed flat against her sternum. I heard faintly Natalia’s voice on the other end, small and thick with tears, and Laura laughing and crying at once. “Yes. Yes, he’s here. He’s very polite. He’s been drinking my terrible tea.” A pause. “No, I’m fine. I’m better than fine. I’ll see you tonight, okay? I love you too.”

She lowered the phone and set it gently on the table. For a long moment she stared at it. Then she looked up at me, red-eyed and exhausted and strangely lighter. “Thank you,” she said.

“You made the call. That was all you.”

“You made me think.” She wiped her cheeks again, and almost smiled. “I still have questions about you, you know. A lot of them.”

“I’d expect nothing less.”

“But I’d like to ask them over dinner. Not in a fight.” She hesitated. “If that’s something you’d be willing to do.”

“I’d like that very much,” I said, and I meant it.

* * *

By the time I turned onto my street, the afternoon sun was casting long shadows across the lawns. I had driven home slowly, which was unlike me. Some part of me wanted to stay a little longer inside the quiet that follows a hard conversation, before I had to explain it to anyone.

I didn’t get the chance. They were already waiting.

Both of them sat on the front steps, Sophia with her knees pulled up and her phone forgotten on the stone beside her, Natalia a step lower with her arms wrapped around her shins. They looked like two people who had been pretending to watch television for three hours while actually watching the driveway. The moment my car turned in, Natalia was on her feet.

I barely had the door closed before she crossed the gravel. She hit me at a half run, arms around my neck, her face buried in my shoulder, and I staggered back a step and caught her. She was shaking. Not crying exactly, though her breath came uneven and wet against my collar. She just held on.

“Thank you,” she said into my shirt. “Thank you, thank you.”

“Hey.” I wrapped my arms around her and rested my cheek against her hair. “You did most of it yourself. I just drank some tea.”

“Don’t do that. Don’t make it small.”

“I’m not.”

“You are.” She drew back and looked at me. Her eyes were swollen, her cheeks blotchy, and she had never looked more beautiful. “She called me. She said sorry. I haven’t heard her say that to me in years. Maybe ever. And she meant it. I could hear it.”

“I know. I was sitting right there.”

“She said you were polite.” She chuckled. “She said you were drinking her terrible tea. I’ve been laughing about that for an hour.”

“It was terrible tea.”

“It’s the cheapest bag at the store. She buys it in bulk.”

“I’d have finished three cups if she’d offered.”

Sophia had come down the steps by then, and she stood a few feet away with her arms folded and a proud look on her face. “So?” she asked. “How bad was it?”

“Not bad. Difficult, at first. Then it wasn’t.” I settled Natalia against my side, one arm around her shoulders. “Her mother is frightened. She’s been frightened for a long time, and nobody ever sat down and asked what she was frightened of. Once she said it out loud, the rest of it got easier.”

“And she invited you to dinner,” Natalia said, wiping her face. “She told me. Like, formally.”

“She did.”

“She doesn’t invite anyone to dinner.”

“Then I’m honored.”

Sophia was watching me with her head slightly tilted. “You didn’t fight with her,” she said. “At all.”

“No.”

“Even when she called you a predator last night. Which, for the record, she did, and I would have had some words.”

“I’m sure you would have.”

“But you didn’t.” She shook her head slowly, a smile starting. “I keep waiting to be annoyed with you for being so annoyingly good at this. I think I’ve given up.”

“That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

“Don’t push it.”

She stepped forward and hugged me briefly, fiercely, one arm around my back, and when she let go her eyes were suspiciously bright. “I’m proud of you,” she said quickly, as if daring me to comment. Then she cleared her throat, glanced between Natalia and me, and made a show of checking the sky. “I’m going inside to find something to eat. It’s been pancakes and anxiety all day, and I need something with actual salt. Don’t go anywhere.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

“I’ll be ten minutes. Possibly twenty. I might get distracted by a podcast.”

She said it so innocently that it took me a moment to understand what she was doing. By then she had already gone inside, and the screen door swung shut behind her with a clatter.

Natalia and I stood in the driveway for a second without speaking. The light was falling slantwise across the garden, and somewhere in a neighbor’s yard a sprinkler ticked on. A breeze stirred the leaves of the jacaranda by the gate. She took my hand, turned it over, and laced her fingers through mine.

“Walk with me?” she said.

We went around the side of the house to the back patio, where the pool lay flat and clear again after the storm, scattered with a few leaves that had blown in overnight. She sat on the edge of a lounger and pulled me down beside her. For a while she just kept hold of my hand and looked at the water. “Can I say something?” she asked.

“Always.”

“I don’t think I realized until today how much I’d been holding in.” She traced a small circle on my knuckle with her thumb. “Not just last night. Years. Always being careful. Always watching what I said. Always worrying about being too much, or too little, or in the way. Every time I walked into my mom’s house, I was checking the temperature.”

“I remember you telling me.”

“And when she said I could find somewhere else to live, it was like she’d confirmed it. That the ground could just go out from under me, any time, if I wanted the wrong thing.” Her voice tightened. “And I came to you, and I felt so safe, and for a second I wondered if that was all it was. If I was just grateful. If I was running to you because I had nowhere else.”

“Were you?”

“No.” She looked up. Her eyes were clear. “That’s the thing. I knew I wasn’t. But I wasn’t sure I’d ever get to find out for certain, because I had no choice. Now I do. She called me and said I could come home, and I realized I can go. I can walk through that door tonight and sleep in my own bed and make my own decision. And I’m still sitting here.”

I felt something move in my chest.

“I’m choosing this,” she said. “Not because I need somewhere to live. Not because you rescued me. I’m choosing you because I want to. That’s what the apology gave me. It gave me the freedom to want this properly, without it being tangled up with being afraid.”

I didn’t trust myself to speak right away. I lifted our joined hands and pressed my lips to her knuckles, and she smiled, a little unsteady, a lot radiant.

“Come here,” she whispered.

She leaned in and kissed me, and it was different from the night before. Last night she had been shy and shaken and grateful. This was a woman choosing. Her hand came up to my chest and slid higher to curl at the back of my neck, and she kissed me slowly and deeply, with tongue, warmth and no hesitation in it at all. I put an arm around her waist and drew her closer. Her lips were smooth and sweet, so much softer than my ex wife’s. It was a pleasant kiss, one I hadn’t felt since I was a teenager, probably her age. She made a pleased sound against my mouth, and the kiss went on until the sprinkler next door shut off and I realized I couldn’t remember the last time I’d forgotten about the clock.

When we finally drew apart, her cheeks were flushed and her lips were a little swollen, and she looked pleased with herself.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hi.”

“That was better than last night.”

“I thought so too.”

“We should practice more.”

“I’m told repetition is key.”

She laughed and rested her forehead against mine, and we stayed like that, breathing together.

“Okay,” said a voice from the back door. “I’m not even going to pretend to be surprised.”

Sophia stood on the threshold with an enormous bag of kettle chips in one hand and a bottle of sparkling lemonade in the other, her expression perfectly innocent and her eyes dancing. “I gave you twenty minutes. It’s been six. I’m genuinely impressed with the efficiency.”

Natalia hid her face in my shoulder. “Sophia.”

“I’m just saying, you two stopped being subtle about three weeks ago. This is practically a press release.” She dropped into a patio chair, ripped open the chips, and offered the bag to no one in particular. “I want it noted that I was incredibly supportive and also extremely patient.”

“Noted,” I said.

“Also, if you break up, I’m keeping custody of the gym.”

“There’s no custody. I own the gym.”

“We’ll see what the lawyers say.”

Natalia was laughing helplessly now, and I put my arm around her and reached for a chip. The sun slid lower. Somewhere inside the house, a clock chimed the hour, and none of us paid it any mind.

Sophia waited until the chips were half gone before she said it, which told me she’d been planning it. She brushed salt from her fingers, folded her hands on her knees, and fixed us with the expression she used to wear at the head of the table when she was nine and organizing a tea party for her stuffed animals.

“Okay,” she said. “I have an announcement.”

“Should I be worried?” I asked.

“Probably. But it’s a good announcement.” She looked from me to Natalia and back again. “You two have been circling each other for weeks. You’ve kissed. You’ve slept in the same bed twice, one of which I personally witnessed. You’ve held hands on my patio. And somehow, in all that time, you have never once gone on an actual date.”

Natalia’s cheeks pinked. “We’ve had the training sessions.”

“Those are workouts. Sweating next to a squat rack is not romantic.”

“It could be,” I said.

“Dad.”

“It could be, in the right lighting.”

“Tonight,” Sophia said, over me. “I’m saying tonight. You take her somewhere nice. Candles. Cloth napkins. A waiter who calls you sir without irony. It’s Saturday, it’s early enough for a reservation, and her mother has already agreed to see you at dinner, so there’s no better time to practice being a couple in public.”

“We’re not a couple,” Natalia said, a little breathlessly.

“Not yet,” Sophia agreed. “That’s what dinner is for.”

Natalia looked at me. It was a quick, uncertain look, the same one she’d given me at the gym. I had spent a good part of my adult life learning to read a room, and it had never mattered more than it did right then.

“I’d like that,” I said, “if you would.”

Her mouth curved. She looked down, then up again, and nodded. “Yes. I’d like that too.”

Sophia clapped her hands together like a game show host and sprang to her feet. “Perfect. Dad, call somewhere. Not the pizza place. Somewhere with a wine list. Natalia, you’re with me. We have, give or take, ninety minutes to turn you into a work of art.”

“I don’t need a work of art,” Natalia protested, as Sophia hauled her toward the back door.

“Trust me, you do. You’re about to go out with my father. The bar is high.”

“Sophia, I’m not…”

The screen door swung shut on the rest. I sat on the patio for a moment with the chip bag in my lap, listening to the thump of feet on the stairs and Natalia’s laughter floating down. Then I took out my phone and called a restaurant I’d only ever visited for business dinners and when my marriage with Vanessa was going well, a quiet place downtown with low lights and a reputation for being impossible to book on a Saturday. The host listened to my request, checked something, and told me with a note of surprise that a cancellation had just come through. I took it as an omen and decided not to examine it too closely.

* * *

I showered, shaved, and stood in front of my closet for an embarrassing length of time. A man who had once managed a quarter-billion-dollar budget should not be paralyzed by a shirt. And yet here I was, holding two of them at arm’s length, wondering which one said I’m a responsible adult and which one said I’m trying too hard. In the end I went with the dark blue button-down and charcoal slacks, sleeves rolled to the forearm, no tie. I looked at myself in the mirror, ran a hand through my hair. Forty-five. I’d spent most of the past year feeling like it. But the man in the mirror looked back at me differently than he would have a month ago. Straighter, less tired … a man with somewhere to be.

Upstairs, I could hear them. Drawers opening. Hangers scraping. Sophia’s voice in a running commentary punctuated by Natalia’s muffled protests. At one point, a burst of laughter shook the ceiling, and a hairdryer started and stopped, and Sophia yelled “Don’t touch the curling iron, you’ll ruin the volume,” and Natalia yelled back something unintelligible. I stood in the hallway with my keys in my hand and listened to the sound of the house being used for joy, and it struck me how long it had been since it was.

My phone buzzed with a text from Sophia. Don’t look so nervous. She’s more nervous than you.

I typed, I’m not nervous.

Three dots appeared and vanished and appeared again. Dad. You’ve straightened your cuffs four times.

I put the phone away and went to wait at the bottom of the stairs.

* * *

I heard her. The tap of heels on the upper landing and a pause. Sophia’s whisper, encouraging her. Then Natalia stepped into view at the top of the stairs, and I forgot how to hold my keys.

She wore a dress the deep green of a forest, fitted at the waist and cut in a simple, elegant neckline that rested just below her collarbone. It stopped a few inches above her knee, and the fabric moved when she walked. Her hair was down, brushed to a gloss, falling in loose waves over her shoulders. A thin gold chain lay against her throat, and she’d done something subtle with her eyes that made them look even larger than they were. She held the railing with one hand and descended the stairs carefully, as though unsure of her footing, and I watched every step.

Behind her, Sophia leaned over the banister, grinning like a magician who had just pulled off the biggest trick of her career.

“Well?” Sophia called.

I realized I hadn’t said anything. Natalia had reached the bottom step, and she stood there with one hand still on the rail, looking at me with an expression somewhere between hope and terror.

“You look,” I started, and stopped. I cleared my throat. “You look incredible.”

Her smile broke across her face, helpless and radiant. “Really?”

“I mean it. I’m having trouble finding adjectives. I used to have a decent vocabulary.”

“Smooth,” Sophia said from above.

“I’m doing my best.”

Natalia laughed, and some of the nervousness in her shoulders dissolved. She smoothed the front of the dress with her palms. “Sophia lent me the shoes. I’m hoping I don’t fall down the porch steps.”

“If you do, I’ll catch you.”

“That’s a promise?”

“It’s a fairly firm commitment.”

I offered her my arm. She took it, sliding her hand into the crook of my elbow with a lightness that belonged to someone who didn’t quite believe in the gesture yet. Sophia blew us a kiss from the landing, called out something about curfew that was not meant to be taken seriously, and we stepped out into the cooling evening.

* * *

The restaurant sat on a quiet corner downtown, tucked behind a wall of climbing jasmine, with candlelight flickering behind tall windows. The host showed us to a table near the back, a small round one with a white tablecloth and a single votive in a glass. Music played somewhere above the murmur of conversation. The waiter pulled out Natalia’s chair and called me sir without a trace of irony.

She sat very straight at first, her hands folded in her lap, studying the menu as though it were an exam. I let her. I ordered sparkling water for both of us, and when the waiter poured, Natalia took her glass with both hands and held it for a second before sipping.

“I’ve never been anywhere like this,” she admitted. “Not on a date. Not really.”

“Neither have I, in a while. I forgot how loud my own heartbeat gets.”

That earned me a laugh, and the stiffness left her. She set down the menu, picked up her fork, and put it down again, and I saw her decide to stop performing. “Can I ask you something?” she said.

“Anything.”

“Does it bother you? The age thing?”

I had expected the question sometime that night, but not before the appetizers. I turned my glass a quarter turn on the cloth. “It crosses my mind,” I said. “I won’t lie about that. I’m twenty-six years older than you. When I was your age, you weren’t born yet. Some part of my brain keeps trying to file you under that picture, and it doesn’t fit anymore.”

“It doesn’t?”

“No. Because the woman who walked my floor on opening day, who handled forty questions at once without losing her smile, who stood up to a man hovering over a stranger at a cable machine, is not a girl. She’s someone I admire.”

Her eyes had gone bright. She looked down at her plate. “I keep thinking you’ll wake up one morning and decide I’m too young. That it was a phase, or a mistake.”

“I might wake up with a sore back,” I said. “But not that.”

She smiled into her glass. Then, more quietly, “And you’re my boss.”

“I am. That’s the other thing I think about. It’s a real imbalance, and I won’t pretend it isn’t. I sign your paycheck. I could, theoretically, make life difficult for you if this went badly.” I met her eyes. “I would never. But the structure exists, and you’re entitled to know I see it. If you ever feel pressured, by anything, you tell me, and we change the arrangement. Your job doesn’t depend on this. It never will.”

She was silent for a moment. The candle guttered. At the next table, a couple laughed over a shared dessert.

“Can I tell you what I’m not doing?” she said finally. “I’m not here because of your money.”

“I didn’t think…”

“I know you didn’t. But I want to say it anyway, because my mom will, and other people will, and I need you to hear it from me first.” She set her glass down and leaned forward. “I’ve been poor my whole life. I know exactly what security looks like from the outside. And if that were what I wanted, I’d have chased it a long time ago, at a lot of other tables. It isn’t. When I look at you, I don’t see the house or the car or the gym. I see the man who sat on the floor of a sauna with me debating whether women’s lockers need a bench or a ledge. The man who drove across town to sit in my mother’s kitchen and drink her terrible tea. That’s who I want. If you lost every dollar tomorrow, I’d still want the man who did that.”

The restaurant seemed to hush around us. I reached across the table and took her hand. It was warm, and it trembled very slightly, and I held it.

“Thank you,” I said. “I needed to hear that more than I realized.”

“I mean it.”

“I know you do.”

“And I like that you’re older.” A shy, sudden grin. “I like how you listen. I like that you don’t rush. Guys my age talk like they’re always waiting for their turn to speak. You actually stop.”

“It’s a skill. I learned it in boardrooms. Mostly from losing.”

“Well, you’re winning now.”

The food arrived, and for a while we ate and talked about easier things. She told me about the first time she tried a deadlift and almost cried from happiness. I told her about the disastrous camping trip Vanessa and I had taken when Sophia was five, which involved a raccoon, a tent pole, and a lot of shouting. She laughed so hard she had to put her fork down. At some point her foot found mine under the table and stayed there, a small pressure, and I stopped pretending I hadn’t noticed.

Over dessert, a single slice of chocolate torte we shared with two spoons, she asked what I wanted.

“I want to stop apologizing for being happy,” I said. “I spent a decade making myself smaller to keep the peace, and it didn’t keep anything. So I think I want to be honest, and go slowly where it matters, and not run from a good thing because it’s inconvenient. Beyond that, I don’t have a plan.”

“I like that you don’t have a plan.”

“I used to have five-year plans. They never came with a young woman in a green dress.”

She blushed and scraped the last of the chocolate onto her spoon, then held it out to me across the table. I took it. She watched my mouth the whole time, and giggled.

* * *

We stepped out into the night a little after ten. The street was quiet, and the jasmine hung heavy and sweet over the wall. She had left her jacket at home, and the evening had cooled, so I slipped mine over her shoulders. She pulled it close, breathed in, and gave me a look I felt in my knees.

We walked to the car slowly, her hand in mine, her heels clicking on the pavement. At the passenger door she stopped, turned, and rested her palms flat against my chest.

“This was the best night I’ve had in a long time,” she said.

“Me too.”

“Can I kiss you? Here? In the street, like a person with no shame?”

“I’d be deeply offended if you didn’t.”

She went up on her toes, and I met her halfway. It was unhurried, a little hungry, sweet with chocolate and wine. My hands settled on her waist, and she sighed into my mouth and curled her fingers in my shirt. A car passed behind us, headlights sweeping over the brick, and neither of us moved. When we parted, she stayed close, her forehead against my chin, her breath warm on my throat.

“Take me back,” she whispered. “I want to sleep with you tonight.”

I held the door open. She slid into the seat, tucking the borrowed jacket around her, and looked up at me with a steady expectation. As I walked around the car, my pulse beating against my ribs, I understood that the evening was far from finished.

* * *

The drive home took eleven minutes, and I think we spoke perhaps four sentences in all of them. Natalia kept the borrowed jacket pulled around her shoulders and her hand on my thigh, her thumb tracing a slow line along the seam of my slacks every time we stopped at a light. I kept both hands on the wheel and my eyes on the road, which was the only thing I could still claim to control. Every red light felt like a small personal insult. Every green one felt like a dare.

The house was dark when we pulled in, except for the lamp in the front hall that Sophia always left burning. Her car was gone from its usual spot by the garage. I noticed that without letting myself think about what it meant, the way you notice a bill on the counter you aren’t ready to open.

Inside, the air smelled of lemon cleaner and the candle Sophia had lit sometime during the afternoon’s makeover campaign. I switched on the kitchen light and found a piece of notepaper propped against the fruit bowl, my daughter’s loopy handwriting running across it in purple ink.

Staying at Mia’s tonight. Chloe’s there too. Do NOT wait up. Use the good sheets, Dad. Love you both. XO

Natalia read it over my arm. I felt her go still against my shoulder, and then a snort of laughter escaped her, which she tried to smother with the back of her hand and failed. “The good sheets,” she said. “Oh my God. She planned this.”

“She’s been planning this since the pancakes.”

“She’s been planning it since the pool party, and you know it.” But she was grinning, her cheeks pink, her eyes bright with something that wasn’t only amusement. She set the note down on the counter and smoothed it flat with her palm, as though it were something she meant to keep. Then she turned to face me. “Dan,” she said. “I want to say this properly, so I don’t lose my nerve.”

“All right.”

“The last two times I slept in your bed, I was scared or sad or both. I wanted you to hold me, and you did, and it was the nicest thing anyone has done for me in years.” She took a breath. “Tonight isn’t that. I’m not scared, and I’m not sad. I want to be with you as your girlfriend. As a woman who wants you. I want you to take me upstairs and I want us to have sex, and I want it to be on purpose, with my eyes open. Is that okay?”

There are moments you remember in precise detail for the rest of your life, and I knew while it was happening that this was one of them. I had spent weeks building a careful case against exactly this, and every argument I owned fell over at once.

“It’s more than okay,” I said. “I want it very badly. I’ve wanted it for longer than I’d like to admit.”

“Good.” Her breath left her in a shaky rush. “Because I was starting to think I’d have to give a speech.”

“That was a pretty good speech.”

“It was a terrible speech. I rehearsed it in the car.”

“You were quiet in the car.”

“I was rehearsing.”

I laughed, and she stepped into me, and I kissed her.

It was nothing like the street outside the restaurant. That kiss had been sweet and a little hungry. This one had no brakes on it at all. She went up on her toes and wound her arms around my neck, and I felt the whole slim length of her press against me, and the jacket slipped off her shoulders and hit the floor without either of us noticing. My hands found her waist, then her back, then the curve below it, and she made a startled sound against my mouth that went straight through me. I lifted her. She weighed almost nothing. She hooked her legs around my hips as though she’d been doing it all her life, one shoe falling off with a clunk, and I carried her out of the kitchen with her mouth on mine and her fingers tangled in my hair.

We made it up the stairs in a series of interruptions. Halfway up I had to stop and put her against the wall to kiss her properly, and she laughed and kicked off the other shoe, and I felt her hands working the buttons of my shirt. At the top, I set her down long enough to open my bedroom door, and then she was pulling me through it by my collar, and the door swung shut behind us.

The room was dim, lit only by the lamp on the nightstand. Someone, almost certainly Sophia, had made the bed with the heavy white duvet and the pillows stacked neatly against the headboard. The good sheets, I supposed. Natalia stood at the foot of it with her hair mussed and her lips swollen, looking at me, and for the first time all evening the nervousness crept back into her face.

“Can I tell you something?” she said.

“Always.”

“I’ve never done this.” She said it quickly, in a rush, then made herself slow down. “Any of it. I mean, I’ve kissed boys, and a few of them tried things, and I didn’t want to. But I’ve never actually, I’m a virgin. I should have told you earlier. I didn’t want you to think I was making a big deal of it, or that it should change anything. I just didn’t want you to find out in the middle and be surprised.”

Something loosened in my chest. It wasn’t disappointment, and it wasn’t pressure. It was the opposite of both. All evening, underneath the happiness, I had been carrying a low, nagging worry of my own, and her confession simply gave me permission to say it.

“I’m glad you told me,” I said. “And can I be honest in return? It’s been a long time for me. A very long time. The last few years of my marriage were nothing but obligation, and before that it wasn’t much better. I’m a little out of practice, and I’m trying very hard not to embarrass myself.”

She stared at me. “You’re nervous?”

“Terrified.”

“You’re the most confident person I know.”

“I’m good at looking like it. Standing in my own bedroom in front of you, I’m forty-five years old, and my hands are shaking.”

She looked down at them. Then she reached out and took them both in hers, and I felt her thumbs press into my palms. “Mine too,” she whispered. “So we’ll be terrible together.”

“We could be terrible together.”

“Good. Then nobody can judge.”

She let go of one of my hands and turned her back to me, sweeping her hair over her shoulder. “Zipper,” she said. “Please.”

I drew it down slowly. The green fabric parted over smooth skin, and I followed the line of her spine with my fingertips as it opened, the knobs of her vertebrae, the faint dip at her back. She shivered under my touch. The dress slipped from her shoulders and pooled around her feet, and she stepped out of it and turned around.

She wore a black lace set, clearly chosen with care. Her skin was fair and warm and faintly flushed from collarbone to hip, and she was beautiful in a way that had nothing to do with the dress. The years she had spent under a barbell showed in her, in the long clean lines of her thighs, in the strength of her shoulders, in the narrow waist that flared into full, round hips. Her breasts rose softly above the lace, full and heavy and fresh. She was petite and curvy, and the whole firm, young length of her was lit gold in the lamplight.

I had not seen a woman undress in front of me with no performance in it for a very long time. I thought, unwillingly, of Vanessa in our last years, the way she undressed with her back to me, already mentally somewhere else, in a body she held at a careful distance. Natalia stood in front of me with her arms at her sides, trembling and unashamed and entirely here. The difference went through me like a bell.

“You’re staring,” she said.

“I’m memorizing.”

“Is it passing?”

“With honors.”

She blushed and came to me, and began unbuttoning my shirt the rest of the way, her fingers clumsy and careful. She pushed it off my shoulders and laid both palms flat against my chest, and I watched her swallow. “Wow,” she murmured. “I’ve seen you in a tank top. This is different.”

“Good different?”

“Very, very good different.” She traced the line of my pecs, the ridges of my stomach, and her breath quickened. When she reached my belt, she looked up at me through her lashes. “Can I?”

“Please.”

She undid it, then the button, then the zipper. I stepped out of my slacks and shorts, and she looked down, and then up, her eyes enormous. A flush spread over her face and neck. “Oh,” she said faintly. “Oh my God.”

“Is that a good oh my God?”

“It’s a terrified oh my God.” She giggled and covered her mouth. “Dan, that’s, you’re, there’s no way that’s going to fit.”

“It will. We’ll go as slowly as you want. Nothing happens that you don’t want to happen.”

“I know.” She wrapped her fingers around me, and I closed my eyes at the sensation, a sound escaping my throat that I hadn’t planned. “You’re so hard. Is that because of me?”

“Entirely.”

“I like that.” Her voice had dropped to something low and curious. “I really like that.”

I lifted her chin and kissed her, and then I lifted her entire body and laid her down in the center of the bed, the white duvet cool beneath her shoulders. I knelt over her and unhooked the lace at her back, and drew it away, and for a long moment I simply looked at her youthful breasts.

They were full and heavy for her frame, the skin so fine I could see the subtle blue tracery of veins beneath. They settled naturally against her ribs, the weight of them shifting and jiggling with every breath she took, the undersides a shade darker where they rested. Her nipples were already tight, small and pink and drawn into hard points, the areolas puckered and flushed darker from the cool air and from me looking at them. I reached out and ran the backs of my fingers along the outer swell of one, watching the flesh give under the light pressure and the nipple tighten even further. She moaned and arched, just enough that the weight of them shifted toward my hand.

“You’re perfect,” I told her.

“I’m not. But I like hearing it.”

I started at her mouth and worked slowly downward. I kissed her jaw, and the pulse beating beneath it, and then the long curve of her neck, taking my time, letting my lips and my tongue wander. She tasted faintly of salt and vanilla. When I found the spot just below her ear, she arched off the mattress with a gasp, her fingers digging into my shoulders.

“Oh. There. Do that again.”

I did it again. I kissed and sucked and nipped along her neck, back and forth, leaving small pink marks that would fade by morning, while she squirmed beneath me and made soft, breathless noises that I felt in my spine. Her legs wrapped around my waist. Her hips lifted, seeking, and I felt the damp heat of her through the thin lace of her panties against my stomach.

I moved lower. I took one breast into my mouth, rolling the nipple against my tongue, and she cried out, her hands flying into my hair. I switched to the other, then back again, until she was panting and whispering my name. When I finally slid my fingers beneath the waistband of her panties and drew them down her legs, she lifted her hips to help me.

Then she was bare and glistening. I stayed there for a moment looking at her, at the pink, flushed, perfect pussy of her, and she covered her face with both hands.

Her pussy was small and neat, the outer lips smooth and plump, barely parted, the color a fresh, untouched pink that deepened to rose where she was wet. The inner folds were delicate and tightly furled, shiny with arousal, clinging together until my breath made them shift and open just enough to show the slick, darker pink inside. Her clit sat small and shy at the top, already swollen and peeking from its hood, the skin around it taut and sensitive-looking. A thin strand of wetness stretched between her lips when she moved her hips, catching the light. Everything about her looked fresh and unused, the whole of her glistening and slightly puffy from lust, the entrance itself a tight, flushed little opening that clenched visibly when I exhaled against it.

“Don’t look so long,” she whispered. “It’s embarrassing.”

“It isn’t. You’re exquisite.” I kissed the inside of her knee. “Tell me if anything’s too much.”

“Nothing’s too much. I just, nobody’s ever…”

I lowered my mouth to her, and she moaned at the first stroke of my tongue, a high, startled sound, her thighs clamping around my head before she remembered to relax them. I held her hips down gently and went slowly, learning her, finding the flow that made her gasp and the one that made her moan. She tasted clean and sweet and pure, and she was so wet that I could feel her slick on my chin.

I flattened my tongue and dragged it slowly from her entrance up to her clit, letting the broad stroke part her folds and gather everything she was giving me. She jerked, a sharp little cry escaping, and her fingers twisted tighter in my hair. I did it again slower, then circled the tip of my tongue around the tight, flushed little bud of her clit without quite touching it yet. Her hips tried to chase me. I held them down and sucked gently on the soft outer lip, feeling it plump and hot against my mouth, then switched to the other, pulling it between my lips so the wet inner folds were left exposed and trembling.

When I finally pressed the flat of my tongue fully against her clit and worked it in short, firm strokes, she moaned my name like it hurt. I kept the flow steady and light at first, feeling how she pulsed and fluttered under me, then sealed my mouth over her and sucked while my tongue flicked the underside of that sensitive little peak. She was dripping now, coating my chin and lower lip, the taste of her sharp and sweet and getting thicker the longer I stayed there. I slid one finger in, just to the first knuckle, and the tight heat of her clenched hard around me while I sucked. “Oh my God. Oh my God. Dan, I, I can’t, that’s, oh!”

Her hands twisted in the sheets. Her heels dug into my shoulder blades. I curled my finger forward while my tongue kept working, and she shattered. Her whole body went rigid, and then she broke apart in a long, shuddering cry, her thighs trembling on either side of my head, her fingers clutching blindly at my hair. I held her through it, gentling my tongue, until she went limp and boneless and gasping, and then I kissed my way back up her body and settled beside her.

She lay there with her chest heaving and her eyes closed, her hair spread across the pillow in a dark tangle. “That was,” she said. “I didn’t know. I didn’t know it could feel like that.”

“It can feel better.”

“Not possible.” She opened her eyes and rolled toward me, a lazy, dazed smile curving her mouth. “I want you inside me. I want to feel it. Please.”

I kissed her and reached into the nightstand drawer before remembering that I owned nothing in it that wasn’t a decade old. She caught my wrist. “No … I can take a pill tomorrow.”

She lay back and parted her thighs for me, and I settled between them, bracing my weight on my forearms. I lined myself up and felt her heat against the head of my cock, slick and soft and welcoming. Her breath came fast. I held her gaze.

“There’s one thing I want to ask first,” she said. Her voice shook, and her eyes dropped for a second, and when they came back up, they were full of bashful, brave mischief. “It’s a little embarrassing. It’s something I’ve wanted for a long time. Would it be okay if I called you Daddy?”

My heart kicked hard against my ribs. I thought of the nickname Sophia had tossed at me for years, and the way this sounded completely different in Natalia’s mouth. “Is that something you like?”

She nodded, scarlet to the roots of her hair. “It’s my kink. I think I’ve always known, I just never had anyone I trusted enough to say it to. And with you, it feels, I don’t know, safe. You’re so steady. You’ve always taken care of everyone around you. I want to feel taken care of.”

“Of course you can,” I said, and my voice came out rough. “Call me anything you like. I’ll take care of you.”

“Thank you,” she whispered. “Daddy.”

The word went through me like a current. I pushed forward slowly, the head of my cock stretching her open, and she gasped. I stopped at once. “Too much?”

“No. No, it’s good, it’s just big. Keep going. Slowly.”

I eased in another inch, watching her face, her lips parted, her brow furrowed in concentration. She was youthfully tight, silky and hot and gripping, and the sensation of it after years of nothing nearly undid me. I held still with my jaw clenched. At the thin resistance, I paused, and she nodded, and I pushed through. She winced, a small sharp catch of breath, and her fingernails dug into my arms.

“Breathe,” I murmured. “Just breathe. I’ve got you.”

“It’s okay. It stings, but it’s okay.” She exhaled, and I felt her relax around me by degrees. “It’s good. It’s so full. Don’t stop.”

I kissed her through it tenderly, whispering how well she was doing, and went deeper in slow, careful increments until I was seated all the way inside her. For a moment neither of us moved. I could feel her pulse around me. Her eyes shone with tears she hadn’t spilled, and she was smiling.

“I did it,” she said, awed. “You’re all the way in.”

“You did it.”

“It feels incredible.” She moved her hips experimentally, and we both groaned. “Fuck me. Please, Daddy. I want to feel you move.”

I drew back and pushed in again, slowly and deeply, and she moaned, her head tipping back into the pillow. I found a rhythm, steady and unhurried, and she met it, her hips rising to take me, her heels hooked around my thighs. I lowered my mouth to her neck again, kissing and sucking along the tender skin beneath her ear, and she shuddered violently.

“Oh. Yes. Right there. Don’t stop kissing me there.”

“Here?”

“Yes. Yes. Daddy, yes.”

I worked her neck with my lips and teeth while I fucked her, long, slow strokes that built the heat between us. Her breath hitched on every thrust. Her nails raked down my back.

I kept my mouth against the skin beneath her ear, sucking and biting lightly while my hips pressed forward in long, deep strokes that sank me fully into her every time. She kept moaning, her nails dragging sharp lines down my back as she clung to me for dear life. She was so wet I could hear the slick noise of my cock sliding into her, and the heat of her youthfully tight pussy gripped me in a way I had forgotten was possible. Fresh and silky, almost liquid around the shaft, clinging to every inch when I drew back and then taking me again with that soft, unused clutch that made my pulse hammer in my ears.

“Daddy,” she gasped, the word muffled against my shoulder. “It feels so big. You’re stretching me open. I can feel every part of you inside me.”

I lifted my head so I could watch her face. Her eyes were half-lidded, lips swollen and parted, a deep flush spreading down her throat and across the tops of her breasts. They jiggled and settled against my chest with every breath she took, nipples still tight and pink. I braced my weight on both forearms and kept the strokes long and deliberate, the head of my cock nudging deep each time I sank home. She was dripping around me, soaking the sheets under her hips and coating my balls. Every time I pushed in she clenched, a fresh, silky pulse that dragged a low groan out of my throat. It had been so long since I had been inside a woman, years of nothing but my own hand and the careful, empty distance of a marriage that had already ended, that the simple fact of her heat, her tightness, the way she kept whispering Daddy while she took every inch of me, nearly finished me right then. I had to stop and breathe, forehead pressed to hers, cock buried to the hilt and twitching inside her unused pussy.

“You feel unreal,” I told her, voice rough. “So tight and soft. Fresh and silky. I forgot it could feel like this. I forgot what it was like to actually be inside a young woman.”

She smiled and tilted her hips up to take me even deeper. “Then don’t hold back. I want to feel you come. I want it inside me, daddy. I’ve never felt that either.”

I kissed her hard, tasting the salt on her lips, and started again. This time I drew almost all the way out, the head of my cock catching on the tight, flushed entrance of her, then pushed back in one long, slow slide that made her moan out against my mouth. I did it again, and again, watching the way her small, neat pussy stretched around me, the pink outer lips clinging to my shaft when I withdrew, shiny and swollen. She was so wet the head slipped easily past the resistance, and every time I sank all the way, she whimpered and clawed at my shoulders, heels digging into the backs of my thighs.

Her legs tightened around my waist. “Harder. Please. I need more of you.”

I gave it to her. Short, deep thrusts that stayed mostly inside her, the head of my cock grinding against the soft, sensitive spot at the front of her channel. She started shaking under me, thighs trembling against my hips, breath coming in sharp little gasps that matched the wet sound of our bodies. I could feel her getting closer, the way she fluttered and squeezed around me, the fresh silky grip turning almost desperate as she chased the feeling from my cock alone.

“I’m going to,” she started, then broke off on a moan. “Daddy, I’m going to come again. It’s so much. Just from you inside me.”

I fucked her so hard the bed started creaking. The headboard kept knocking against the wall. Then she shattered with a high, startled cry, her whole body locking up beneath me. Her pussy clamped down hard, pulsing in tight, desperate waves that milked my cock, and a sudden rush of wetness flooded around my shaft. She soaked me, hot and slick, soaking my balls and the already-ruined sheet beneath us. I stayed buried through it, grinding deep while she clenched and released, feeling every contraction and every flutter until she went limp and gasping, eyes wet, mouth open, chest heaving against mine.

I didn’t stop. While she was still twitching and oversensitive I pulled out almost to the tip and drove back in, harder now, chasing the edge I had been holding back for what felt like hours. She moaned at the intensity but kept her legs locked around me, heels digging into my ass, urging me deeper with every thrust. The sound of our bodies meeting was wet and loud in the quiet room. I could feel the heat building low in my spine, the tight pressure that had been waiting years to be released, coiling tighter every time her fresh, silky pussy clenched around me.

I shifted my angle slightly, bracing both hands beside her head so I could watch her face while I fucked her harder. Her breasts bounced softly with every deep thrust, the nipples still hard, the skin flushed and damp. She reached up and pulled me down into another kiss, messy and open-mouthed, her tongue sliding against mine while she whimpered into my mouth. One of her hands slid down my back, nails raking, the other gripping my hip as if she could pull me even deeper.

“I’m close,” I managed against her lips. “Natalia.”

“Inside,” she breathed, eyes locked on mine. “Come inside me. I want to feel it. Please, Daddy. Fill me up.”

That did it. I thrust deep one last time and stayed there, cock jerking as I spilled inside her in thick, heavy pulses. The sensation of coming raw, flooding her unused, silky pussy with no barrier between us, tore a rough groan out of my chest. Years of nothing, and now this, her tight heat gripping me while I emptied myself into her, pulse after pulse, hips twitching with every spurt until I was spent and shaking above her, forehead pressed to hers, breath ragged.

I stayed inside, breathing hard, feeling her still fluttering around me in little aftershocks. Then she shifted her hips, an experimental roll, and suddenly her eyes went wide with surprise.

She came again even when I was about to slow down. Her whole body locked up, her pussy clamping around me in pulses, and then something hot and wet gushed out of her, soaking my stomach and thighs and the sheets beneath us. She shrieked, mortified and overwhelmed and still shaking, and the sheer sensation of her squeezing around me nearly made me orgasm again.

“Daddy. Oh my God. I think I, did I just, what did I do? I’m so sorry…”

“You squirted and it’s okay. It’s natural. Some girls do that. It’s wonderful.” I kissed her mouth, laughing breathlessly. “You’re incredible.”

“I made a mess.”

“I’m delighted by the mess.”

I stayed locked inside her, breathing hard, until the last aftershocks faded and my arms gave out. Then I collapsed carefully beside her and pulled her against my chest.

For a long time, neither of us spoke. Our breathing slowed. The lamp hummed. A single drop of sweat slid down my temple, and Natalia reached up and brushed it away with a trembling finger.

“I think I’ve been missing out,” she said finally.

“That’s an understatement.”

She giggled, and then winced, and shifted. “I’m very wet.”

“Understatement number two.”

“Oh no. The good sheets.” She pushed herself up and looked down at the damp, rumpled mess beneath us with an expression of dawning horror. “Oh my God, Sophia is going to see this. She’ll know. She’ll know I…”

“She’ll know nothing. We’ll change them.”

“I’ll do it.” She was already climbing out of bed, wobbling a little on unsteady legs, snatching up my discarded shirt and pulling it on over her bare skin. It hung to the middle of her thighs. “This is my mess. You stay there. Where do you keep the clean ones?”

“Hall closet. Second shelf.”

She disappeared and returned with an armful of fresh linen. I got up and helped her anyway, because I wasn’t going to lie in bed while she did it alone, and we stripped the damp sheets and remade the bed together, tucking corners and smoothing wrinkles, both of us naked except for my shirt on her. She kept stealing glances at me and giggling. At one point she tripped on a pillowcase and I caught her around the waist, and she turned in my arms and kissed me, laughing against my mouth, and the sheets ended up half made on the floor before we managed to finish.

When we were done, we crawled under the covers, and she curled up against my side with her head on my shoulder and her leg over mine. The clean cotton smelled faintly of lavender. Outside, a car passed on the street and faded. A warm, heavy contentment settled over me that I hadn’t felt in years, so quiet that I was almost afraid to move.

I thought about the other bed, the one I had slept in for most of two decades with a woman I could not reach. I thought about the stiff politeness of those last years, the nights when I lay awake rehearsing the shape of my own loneliness, and the way I had told myself that this was what long marriages became. I had believed I was done with this, with being wanted. I had filed it under things that had happened to other men, younger men, men with different lives. And here I was with a warm, sleepy girl curled against me, her breath soft on my skin, her hand resting over my heart, and I was not lonely at all. I was something else entirely. I did not yet have a name for it, but it was good.

“Dan?” Natalia murmured.

“Mm?”

“I think I love you.”

I turned my head and looked at her. Her eyes were open, steady and dark in the lamplight, and there was no hesitation in them, no apology. “You think?” I asked softly.

“I know.” She smiled, a little shy. “I’ve been trying to decide whether to say it for a week. I don’t want to rush you. But it’s true, and I’d rather you hear it than guess.”

“I love you too,” I said, and found that it came as easily as breathing. “I’ve been trying not to for longer than a week. I stopped being good at it a while ago.”

Her face lit. She pressed a kiss to my chest, right over the place where my heart was hammering, and settled back against me with a sigh. “Good,” she whispered. “Then I can stop being nervous.”

We lay quiet for a while, trading small things in the dark. She told me she had wanted me for a long time, since a summer when she was too young to know what the feeling was, and that she had been ashamed of it until she realized there was nothing wrong with it. I told her about the first morning in the gym when I saw her at the front desk and thought, with a jolt, that she wasn’t a teen anymore. She traced circles on my stomach with her fingertip. I stroked her hair.

After a long peaceful stretch, she lifted her head and propped her chin on her fist, wearing an expression I had learned to be wary of. It was the one she got when she had been rehearsing something.

“Can I say something that might be weird?”

“I’m fairly sure we’ve passed weird tonight.”

“It’s about Mia and Chloe.” She bit her lip. “They’re going to be all over you when they find out. You know that, right? Mia has been nearly shouting about it for months. And Chloe’s quieter, but she’s the same. They’re going to see us together, and they’re going to want a turn.”

“I did get that impression,” I said carefully.

“Good. I wanted to make sure you did.” She paused then smiled. “Because I want you to know I’m not against it. At all. I thought I might be, when I first noticed how they looked at you. I figured I’d get jealous. But I don’t. I love them. They’re my friends, and they’re good people, and they’d treat you well. And honestly?” Her cheeks colored. “The idea of sharing you with them doesn’t scare me. It kind of excites me. As long as everybody’s honest about it, and nobody gets hurt.”

I stared at her. For a moment I couldn’t find my voice. A week ago I would have called this impossible, a fantasy from the kind of movie I’d never admit to watching. Now it was being offered to me by the young woman in my arms, with her chin on my chest and her heart plainly on her sleeve.

“You’re sure?” I asked. “I don’t want you saying that to please me.”

“I’m not. I’m saying it because it’s true.” She kissed my jaw. “I just want us to keep talking. About everything. Always.”

“Always,” I agreed.

She settled her head back on my shoulder, and I drew the blanket up over both of us. The lamp was still on, and neither of us moved to turn it off. I looked at the ceiling and let the whole strange, glorious shape of my life come together in my mind: the gym, the daughter who had pushed me out the door, her friends who flirted with me across a front desk, the girl asleep in my arms who loved me. Six weeks ago I was an unemployed man in an empty house, wandering from room to room in my socks.

“You know,” I said quietly, “if you’d told me a year ago that my marriage ending would lead to this, I’d have called you insane.”

“And now?”

I kissed the top of her head. “Now I couldn’t be any happier that it’s over.”

She smiled against my skin, and her breathing slowed, and I held her until she slept.


Afterword

Thanks for reading My New Life with Younger Women! I hope you enjoyed it. If you did, I’d really appreciate it if you left a review on Amazon or Goodreads.

If you’d like a free taboo harem book and want to hear about my new releases, head over to jackpinkhunter.com and sign up for my newsletter.

And if you ever feel like getting in touch, you can email me at jackpinkhunter@protonmail.com.

Thanks again for reading!
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