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DEDICATION

For every woman who built a careful life and finally let herself want more.
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  Chapter One


The roses were wrong. 
Elena had known it the moment she'd pulled up the Hargrove estate's existing planting plan three weeks ago, a brittle PDF that someone had scanned sideways so she'd had to tilt her head to read it. Hybrid teas, every one of them. Stiff, disease-prone, demanding. She'd flagged them for removal in her proposal without a second thought.
Standing here now in the October wind off Penobscot Bay, looking at the reality of thirty-seven rose bushes gone woody and leggy from years of neglect, she felt something close to guilt.
They'd survived anyway. Nobody had cared for them in at least four years and they'd kept going, stubbornly producing hips the color of garnets, hips that the cedar waxwings were currently stripping with brisk efficiency. Elena watched a bird land, eat, leave. Land, eat, leave. No ambivalence about it.
She pulled her notebook from her jacket pocket and wrote: reconsider roses, root stock may be sound.
That was the thing about old gardens. You couldn't just look at what was visible. The real question was always what had survived underground.
"Ms. Vasquez."
She turned.
The man coming across the lawn toward her was not Griffin Hargrove's estate lawyer, who was fifty-three, pink-faced, and moved like someone perpetually late for a lunch reservation. This man was tall, dark-coated against the grey morning, and he walked like someone who had nowhere else to be. Like he had decided to be here and that was the only fact that mattered.
Elena's notebook fell.
She didn't register it falling. She registered the face. The way he held his shoulders. The unhurriedness in him that had always made her feel, at twenty-six, like the air pressure changed when he walked into a room.
Daniel Reyes picked up her notebook from the dead grass, looked at it briefly, reconsider roses, and held it out to her.
"It's been a while," he said.
His voice was the same. Lower than she remembered, or maybe she'd just spent fifteen years slowly sanding down the details until what she had left was an outline rather than a person. The person was standing four feet away from her in a charcoal coat with his collar turned up against the wind, and he was watching her with those dark eyes that had always held contact a beat too long. Still did, apparently.
She took the notebook.
"Daniel." Her voice came out level. She'd worry later about how much that cost her. "What are you doing here?"
"I bought it," he said. "The estate. Closed three weeks ago."
Three weeks. She'd been engaged with this project for three weeks, site visits, soil samples, hours on the phone with the estate lawyer going over drainage issues and the load-bearing capacity of the old pergola structure. Three weeks of assuming she knew who her client was.
"Griffin Hargrove?"
"Needed liquidity. His children wanted cash, not coastline." Daniel glanced past her toward the bay, where the water was the flat pewter color it turned in October, and then back at her. "I kept the name for the property. Easier for permits."
She became aware, with the clarity that comes from trying very hard not to show something, that her heart was beating the way it had no business beating. She was not a woman who got ambushed by her own pulse.
"I have a contract with the estate," she said. "I'd need confirmation in writing that you're honoring it before I continue on site."
Something moved through his expression. Not quite a smile. More like the acknowledgment of a move in a game he'd already thought several steps ahead.
"Of course," he said. "My lawyer will have it to you by end of day."
"Good." She pocketed her notebook. "Then I'll continue the site assessment and have the revised proposal to you by Friday." She held out her hand because it was the professional thing to do and because shaking his hand would prove, to both of them, that she could.
His hand was warm. Of course it was.
He held it a moment longer than a handshake required. Not long enough to be a statement. Just long enough to be noticed.
"I heard you were the best in the state," he said. "That's why I asked for you specifically."
She looked at him.
There it was. The first card on the table, played with the same unhurried directness that had undone her at twenty-six and was, she could already feel, going to be a problem.
"You should know," she said, "that I charge accordingly."
She walked back toward the house, her boots loud on the frost-stiffened ground, and did not look back. She knew because he had always watched her like that, like he was in no particular hurry, and she was going nowhere he couldn't follow.
She was halfway to the garden gate when she realized she'd forgotten to ask about the drainage report.
She kept walking.
The report could wait until Friday.






  
  Chapter Two


She told herself it was the cold. 
The drive back to Rockland took forty minutes on a good day and twenty-three on a day when Elena needed to think, which meant she drove too fast on Route 1 with the heater on full and the radio off and her hands at ten and two like a teenager taking a driving test. The bay kept appearing between the tree breaks on her left, flat, grey, indifferent, and she kept not looking at it.
She'd known this coastline for eleven years. Moved here after the divorce because she'd needed somewhere that required something from her. She'd found that clarifying in a way that therapy, ultimately, hadn't been.
Her office was on the second floor of a converted chandlery on Tillson Wharf, above a gear shop that smelled permanently of salt and rubber and honest work. She climbed the stairs, shook off her jacket, and stood at the window for a moment looking at the boats in the harbor without seeing them.
Daniel Reyes had bought the Hargrove estate.
Daniel Reyes had asked for her specifically.
She said it to herself the way you probe a bruise, not because it feels good, but because you need to know exactly how bad it is.
Her drafting table was covered in the Hargrove site plans, and she stood over them now and made herself look at them professionally. The coastal meadow that ran down to the water was the one thing that had survived intact, mostly because nature had been allowed to manage it without interference.
She had a vision for it. A garden that looked like it had always been there, that looked, specifically, like this particular piece of Maine coastline had decided, on its own, to become beautiful.
Now she had to build that vision for Daniel Reyes.
She sat down, pulled her laptop toward her, and opened a new document.
Client: Reyes (formerly Hargrove Estate)
She stared at the name she'd just typed.
Her assistant, Priya, knocked once and came in carrying two mugs of coffee with the efficiency of someone who had worked for Elena long enough to know that knocking was a formality rather than a genuine request for permission.
"How was the site?"
"Fine." Elena took the mug. "Change of ownership. I need you to follow up with the estate lawyer, Caldwell, and get written confirmation that the new owner is honoring the existing contract terms before we do another hour of work."
Priya sat down in the chair across the drafting table that she'd long since claimed as her own. She was twenty-nine, second-generation Indian-American, and had a stillness to her that Elena had initially mistaken for reserve and had since understood was simply the patience of someone who noticed everything and waited to see what use it was.
"Who bought it?"
"Someone who apparently knew my work."
Priya looked at her.
"That's not an answer."
"It's the answer I have right now." Elena wrapped both hands around the mug and looked back at her plans. "His name is Daniel Reyes. He's based out of Boston, I think. Development and private equity, probably, that's the profile of someone who can close on a fourteen-acre estate in three weeks. Can you pull whatever's publicly available? Company, recent projects, anything that tells me how he works and what he actually wants out of the property."
She said it efficiently, the way she'd ask for soil composition data or a structural report. Priya wrote it down without comment, which was one of her better qualities.
"The Barrett project called," Priya said. "They want to push the November installation to spring. Frost concerns."
"Their frost concerns or their budget concerns?"
"Possibly both."
"Tell them we'll accommodate the delay but the design fee schedule doesn't move." Elena made a note. "Anything else?"
"The Coastal Conservation board wants you on a panel in January."
"Tell them maybe and then tell them yes in December when they follow up."
"Also, there was an inquiry from Studio Puig in Barcelona," Priya said. "It looked serious, but I flagged it for later."
Elena made a small mark beside the Hargrove file. "Later is right. I have enough in front of me."
Priya smiled, stood, and took her coffee back toward her own desk in the outer office. At the door she paused.
"Should I book the Hargrove site for weekly visits through November? Or are we waiting on the contract confirmation first?"
Elena considered this. The professional answer was wait. Wait for the paperwork, wait for the written confirmation, don't invest another hour of unbilled time in a project whose contractual status was technically uncertain.
"Book them," she said. "Weekly. Tuesdays."
She worked until seven, which was normal. She poured two fingers of whiskey and sat in the chair by the window that looked out over the small garden she'd planted in her first year here, established now, genuinely lovely, requiring almost nothing from her anymore, and she let herself think about it.
Fifteen years.
She'd done the math, of course, the way you do when your brain is cruel and efficient. She'd been twenty-six when she'd left for London. She'd left because the job was real and the future with him was hypothetical and she had been, at twenty-six, someone who chose the concrete over the imagined.
She'd told herself that for fifteen years and she still wasn't sure if it was true or just the story she'd needed in order to get on the plane.
He hadn't asked her to stay.
She poured a second finger of whiskey, which she didn't usually do on a Tuesday, and amended the thought with the precision it deserved.
He hadn't asked her to stay and she hadn't told him she was waiting to be asked.
Two failures. Distributed equally. She'd done enough therapy to know that much.
What she hadn't done enough therapy to resolve was what she felt now, sitting in her quiet house in the town she'd chosen for its indifference to her personal history, knowing that Daniel Reyes was forty minutes up the coast in a house she was going to spend the next six weeks redesigning.
Her phone buzzed. A calendar notification: Hargrove site, Tuesday 9am.
She'd already changed the client name in her calendar to Reyes.
She hadn't noticed herself doing that.
She finished the whiskey and went to bed and lay in the dark with her eyes open, listening to the wind off the water work its way through the gaps in the old window frames she kept meaning to reseal, and she thought about the way he'd held the handshake a beat too long. Just long enough to be honest.
He'd always been like that. Precise about things other men were careless with.
I heard you were the best in the state. That's why I asked for you specifically.
She turned onto her side.
The roses, she thought. She needed to reconsider the roses. The root stock might be sound. Everything depended on what had survived underground, and you couldn't know that until you dug down to find out.
She closed her eyes.
Sleep, when it came, took longer than usual.






  
  Chapter Three


Tuesday arrived with the hostility of a Maine October morning that had decided to make a point. 
Elena drove up the coast with the heat on and the wipers working against a rain that couldn't commit to being rain, too light to justify an umbrella, too persistent to ignore, the kind of weather that made you feel vaguely argued with. She noticed it the way she always did, professionally first, the way a painter notices light, and then, when she wasn't guarding against it, with something that felt uncomfortably like longing.
She'd brought the revised proposal. She'd also brought the drainage report she'd forgotten to ask about on Friday, which she had decided to find funny rather than mortifying, because the alternative was mortifying.
The estate gates were open when she arrived. Instead she found the gravel drive empty and a light on in what she remembered from the original floor plans as the kitchen.
She sat in the car for a moment longer than she needed to.
Then she got out, collected her bag and her proposal and her dignity, and knocked on the kitchen door because the front entrance was boarded for window restoration and that was the practical option. It had nothing to do with the fact that front doors were formal and kitchen doors were something else entirely and she was making no symbolic choices this morning.
Daniel opened the door holding a coffee cup. He was in a dark sweater, no coat, apparently indifferent to the fact that the kitchen door opened directly onto the October Atlantic.
He looked at her. That beat too long. Already.
"You're punctual," he said.
"It's a professional visit," she said. "Punctuality isn't a personality trait, it's a baseline."
Something in his expression settled, not quite amusement, but adjacent to it. He stepped back and held the door open.
The kitchen was enormous and almost entirely empty of personality. There were two chairs at the table and a box of files on the counter and a single coffee maker that looked recently purchased, still wearing the ghost of a price sticker on its base.
He'd just moved in. The house didn't have him in it yet.
She put her bag down and laid the proposal on the table. "I have the revised planting plan and preliminary design concepts. I also need the drainage report from the previous survey, Caldwell mentioned it existed but never actually sent it."
"I have it." He moved to the files on the counter, found it without searching, organized, then, and set it beside her proposal. "Coffee?"
"Please."
The word was out before she'd decided to say it. She registered this as a tactical error of the minor but telling variety.
He poured without comment and set the cup where she could reach it without having to step closer to him. She noticed that too. He was being careful with space. Deliberate, as everything about him was deliberate. She didn't find it reassuring.
She opened the proposal and turned it so he could read it alongside her.
"The existing formal garden," she said, "is structurally sound but conceptually wrong for the property. Whoever designed it was working from a template, it would look fine in a suburb outside of Hartford. It doesn't belong here." She turned to the site photographs. "This coastline has its own grammar. You work with it or the garden always looks like it's apologizing for existing."
He was reading the planting palette, not looking at her.
"What does working with it look like?" he said.
"It looks like the meadow you already have running down to the water. That's the most valuable thing on this property and it's there because nobody touched it. What I'm proposing is a design that earns that, that moves from the house outward through cultivated space that gradually releases into wild space, so that by the time you're standing at the water's edge you don't feel like you've walked through someone's project. You feel like you've arrived somewhere that was always going to look like this."
He looked up then.
She'd said it with more feeling than she'd intended. That was the problem with work she actually cared about, it showed, and showing things in front of this particular man was a habit she needed to unlearn as quickly as possible.
"How long will it take?" he said.
"Six weeks for the primary installation, assuming the weather cooperates, which it won't. Eight weeks to be realistic. Some of the structural work, the pergola repair, the retaining wall on the north boundary, I'll subcontract to a crew I trust. The planting I oversee personally."
"Every week?"
"Every Tuesday, minimum. More frequently during the active planting phase in November before the ground freezes." She turned another page. "The roses," she began.
"Keep them."
She stopped.
He was looking at the photograph she'd taken of the neglected rose beds, the ones going woody and strange with their garnet hips stripped now by the birds. He had the focused stillness of someone who has made a decision and doesn't feel the need to explain it yet.
"The root stock may be sound," he said.
She looked at him.
Those were her words. From her notebook. Which he'd picked up from the frost-stiffened ground on Friday and held for approximately four seconds before returning it, and which he had apparently read with the comprehensive retention of someone who understood that information was never just information.
"They'll need significant remediation," she said, keeping her voice professional. "Hard pruning in late winter, soil amendment, probably a two-season rehabilitation before they perform reliably."
"That's fine."
"It's additional cost."
"Elena." He said her name the way he always had, without preamble, without the slight upward inflection most people used, as if her name were a question. He'd always said it like a statement. Like a thing he knew. "I'm not concerned about the cost."
The kitchen was very quiet. Outside, the rain had finally committed to being rain, and it moved against the old windows in shifting curtains, and the bay beyond the garden had gone the color of smoke.
She turned back to the proposal.
"I'll factor the rose rehabilitation into the revised budget," she said.
They worked through the proposal systematically after that, and she was grateful for the proposal's existence, forty-two pages of professional material that gave her somewhere to put her eyes, something to point at, a reason for the two of them to be at this table that had nothing to do with the fact that they had once spent an entire Sunday in her London-bound apartment not getting out of bed, speaking in the low unhurried voices of people who understood that the hours were finite and didn't want to spend them on anything that wasn't essential.
He asked good questions. Instead he understood the plans well enough to push back on two of her decisions, both times with reasoning that was sound enough that she had to genuinely consider it before responding.
The retaining wall on the north boundary: he thought she'd spec'd it too high and it would block the prevailing wind break that currently protected the kitchen garden. He was right. She amended her notes.
The meadow pathway: she'd proposed a mown grass track through the coastal meadow to create access to the water. He thought it was too formal. Too intentional. He wanted something that looked found rather than made.
"Stepping stones," she said, before she'd thought it through, "set low enough that the grass grows up around them. Three years and they'd look like they'd always been there."
He nodded. "That."
"That's what I should have designed originally."
"You'd have gotten there."
"I got there because you pushed back."
He looked at her then with an expression she couldn't fully read, something that lived in the territory between satisfaction and something more complicated.
"You always did your best work when someone kept up with you," he said.
The sentence landed with the quiet precision of something that had been held for a long time.
She kept her face neutral with the effort of someone defusing something.
"I'll have the revised proposal to you by end of week," she said, and began gathering her papers with the steady efficiency of a woman who was not affected. Who had not felt those words move through her like a current. Who had absolutely not just realized, with the dread of someone recognizing an old pattern too late to avoid it, that being in this kitchen with this man for six to eight weeks was going to require significantly more discipline than she'd budgeted for.
She stood, and he stood with her, not blocking, not crowding, simply present in the way he was always simply present, as if proximity were something he was entirely comfortable with and expected her to manage if she had a problem with it.
"Same time next Tuesday," she said.
"I'll have coffee ready."
She picked up her bag. At the door she stopped, not because she wanted to, but because there was a thing she needed to know and not knowing it would bother her more than asking.
"The estate lawyer," she said, not turning around. "Caldwell. When you told him to keep me on the project..." She stopped, chose the direct version. "Did you know I was based here? Before you bought the property."
A pause. Not long. Long enough.
"Yes," he said.
She nodded once, to the door, to the rain beyond it, to the middle distance where she was keeping her composure.
"Right," she said. "I'll see you Tuesday."
She walked to her car in the rain without hurrying. She put her bag in the back seat and her proposal on the passenger seat and she started the engine and pulled carefully down the gravel drive and through the open gates and turned south onto Route 1.
She drove for eleven minutes before she pulled over in a turnout above the water and sat with the engine running and the wipers going and her hands in her lap.
He'd known she was here.
He'd bought a fourteen-acre estate on the coast of Maine and hired her firm specifically, and he'd known she was here, and he'd said yes to her question with the directness of a man who had decided that whatever came next, he was done being indirect about his intentions.
Fifteen years.
She pressed her palms flat against her thighs and looked at the bay, which was dark now under the rain, white-capped and indifferent and entirely unhelpful.
You always did your best work when someone kept up with you.
She sat there for a while. Long enough that a truck pulled into the turnout behind her, realized she wasn't leaving, and pulled back out with a brief annoyed flash of headlights.
Then she put the car in drive and went back to work, because she was a professional, and because she had a retaining wall specification to revise, and because the alternative, sitting in a turnout above the Atlantic reckoning with what it meant that her chest felt like this, was not something she had time for on a Tuesday.
She'd deal with it later.
She always dealt with things later.






  
  Chapter Four


She didn't look him up that night. 
She looked him up on Wednesday morning, which was different, because Wednesday morning was a work day and researching a new client was due diligence rather than whatever the Tuesday night version would have been. She made this distinction clearly and deliberately while she waited for her laptop to load, sitting at her kitchen table with coffee she'd made too strong, wearing the flannel shirt she used as a housecoat because the October cold had found its way into the old house's bones overnight and the radiators hadn't caught up yet.
This was professional research. She opened a new browser tab.
Daniel Reyes had not been difficult to find, which was its own kind of information. People who wanted privacy didn't accumulate the kind of record he had, the kind that appeared in business sections and industry profiles and the occasional architectural digest piece about properties he'd restored. Because that, apparently, was what he did. Had been doing for the better part of a decade.
She read the first profile, from a Boston business magazine, dated four years ago. Reyes Restoration Group, privately held, Daniel Reyes as founder and sole principal. Not development in the way she'd assumed, not the glass-and-steel variety that stamped identical luxury condominiums onto whatever landscape was most recently fashionable. He bought historically significant properties in states of serious decline and returned them. Not flipped them. Returned them, his word, used twice in the interview, used with a specificity that suggested he'd thought carefully about the distinction.
A Federal-era mill complex in western Massachusetts, converted to housing without gutting the industrial character. A granite quarry estate outside of Portland, Portland, Maine, forty minutes from where she was sitting, completed two years ago and now listed on the state historic register.
He'd been forty minutes away for two years.
She closed that thought like a door.
The profile photograph was from a job site. He was in work clothes, not the costume of an executive doing a hard-hat tour, but someone who had been genuinely working, standing in what looked like the shell of the mill building, looking at something above the camera's frame. The particular focus of someone who sees not what a thing is but what it could become.
She had always found that quality, that particular quality, difficult to be near without responding to it.
She closed the tab.
Opened it again forty seconds later and read the rest of the article.
He'd started Reyes Restoration Group at thirty-four, which meant five years after London. Before that: a commercial real estate firm in Boston where he'd apparently been very good at a job he'd found increasingly pointless. The profile quoted him directly: At some point you have to decide whether you're building something or just moving money around dressed up as building something. The interviewer had noted, parenthetically, that he'd laughed when he said it, not bitterly, but with the ease of someone who'd resolved the question to his own satisfaction.
He'd built something. A real thing. She looked at the photograph of the Lake Champlain hotel, beautiful, genuinely, the kind of restoration that required not just money but conviction, the understanding that a building had a character worth preserving rather than erasing.
She thought about the roses. Keep them. Said without hesitation. Said before she'd finished the sentence.
He saw what things could become and he didn't flinch from the cost of getting them there.
She was doing it again. She recognized the pattern with the weary precision of someone who had been here before, the way information about him organized itself in her mind into evidence of something, an argument building toward a conclusion she'd already decided she wasn't going to reach. She'd done this at twenty-six too. Collected him, detail by detail, assembled the case.
She closed the laptop and finished her coffee, which had gone cold.
Outside the kitchen window her garden was doing what October gardens did, surrendering gracefully, the sedums going that particular dusty rose, the ornamental grasses catching the morning light in the way that had made her plant them specifically for this season, for this angle of light. It had seemed important, at the time.
She had a nine o'clock call with a contractor about the Barrett project and a site visit in the afternoon and a proposal revision that needed to be finished by Friday. She had a full professional life that bore no relationship to the man forty minutes up the coast who had bought a fourteen-acre estate knowing she was here.
Before she left for the office, she opened the Studio Puig email because ignoring a serious inquiry was not the same as declining it. Barcelona. Two years. Historic urban landscape restoration. The words had weight. She read the first paragraph, felt the pull of it, and closed the laptop before the pull became anything she had to answer.
Knowing. He'd said yes without flinching.
She thought about calling her sister. Margot lived in Portland, Portland, Oregon, safely three time zones away, and had the useful quality of asking direct questions without wrapping them in concern. Elena had told her almost nothing about Daniel at the time, which she'd framed as privacy and which Margot had framed, once, as you protect the things you're not sure you're allowed to have. Elena had not called Margot back for four days after that conversation.
She didn't call Margot now. What would she say. A man I knew fifteen years ago bought an estate and hired me to design the grounds and I looked him up this morning for professional reasons and I'm fine.
Margot would say: How fine?
And Elena would say: Completely fine.
And Margot would say nothing, which was somehow worse than anything she could say.
She got to the office at eight-thirty and found Priya already at her desk, which was normal, and looking at something on her screen with the focused expression that meant







