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      The first thing I heard was the elevator groaning like it hated its job. The second was a knock that could have taken the door off its hinges.

      “Door’s open!” I called — a lie — and immediately tripped over a light stand in the scramble to get there. My loft looked like a hardware store and a photo studio had hooked up during a blackout: rolls of seamless paper leaning like lazy soldiers, coiled extension cords, a kitchen island half-assembled, and a plant in the corner that looked like it had given up on living with me.

      When I pulled the door open, my mouth caught on his chest before I remembered how to form a greeting.

      “Troy Hale,” he said. The voice was low, weathered, the kind that made you want to lean in and listen. He was big — not just tall, but solid in a way that read as anchor. Broad shoulders under a worn flannel, sleeves pushed to show forearms corded with muscle, silver threading through his beard and cropped hair. Mid-fifties, maybe. He wore it like it was custom work.

      “Evan,” I said, and offered my hand. “Evan Blake.”

      His eyes flicked over my short, neatly kept beard like he was adding it to a mental checklist, then back to my face. His hand swallowed mine — rough, warm, steady. “Nice to meet you, Evan Blake.”

      He stepped inside, eyes taking in the chaos without judgment, just a quiet assessment that made me feel like the space was already under his control. “You said ‘minor demo and finish carpentry,’” he said, glancing from the bare brick to my tragic attempt at an island. “That before or after the hurricane?”

      “I’m an optimist,” I said. “And the magazine likes ‘progress shots.’”

      “You like a mess,” he said, but the edge of his mouth tipped in the ghost of a smile. He set his toolbox down with the casual care of someone who knew exactly how much everything weighed. “Good light in here.”

      “It’s why I took it,” I said. “Golden hour⁠—”

      “Show me,” he said, already walking to the windows.

      I followed, trying not to stare at the breadth of his back. In the rectangle of morning sun, the silver in his beard turned white, the hair on his chest just visible under his open flannel. I looked anyway.

      “It’ll flare if you’re sloppy,” he said, nodding at the panes, “but those mullions will give you lines.”

      “You my lighting tech now?” I asked, realizing too late I was flirting with the man I’d hired. Heat crawled up my neck.

      He didn’t miss it. His gaze held mine for a beat, calm, like he was making a note. “Contract says I handle the wall build, island, shelving, and that closet door you’re swearing at. Off the clock, I have opinions.”

      “Terrifying,” I said. “Coffee?”

      “Later. Walk me through what you want.”

      I showed him the sketch on my tablet, pointed out where the wall would hide the laundry from the camera, the floating shelves I’d fallen in love with online and absolutely couldn’t hang myself. He listened without interrupting, which only made me talk more.

      “Doable,” he said at last. “Tight on time.”

      “For the magazine,” I reminded him. “First looks next Friday.”

      One eyebrow rose. “Nine days?”

      “Eight and a half. But I feed people well.”

      That got a low hum out of him. “Save it for the end of the day. We’ll want steady hands until the saw’s off.”

      He started unpacking tools. The thunk of metal on concrete, the rip of tape — each sound landing like a signal that he’d taken charge. My shoulders loosened without asking permission.

      “You work alone?” I asked, crouching to hold a panel while he marked it.

      “Usually. Fewer bad habits to break.”

      “You’ll hate me,” I said.

      He looked down, pencil behind his ear, eyes warm gray and steady. “You’ll listen when it matters?”

      “Yes,” I said, and was startled at how easy it was to give him that.

      “Then we’re fine.”

      We lifted the first panel together. He took most of the weight like it was nothing, adjusted my grip with a light press to my hands. Even through gloves, the correction landed warm at the back of my neck.

      “Good,” he said when it set flush. The word slid down my spine.

      By noon we had the wall framed. I wiped dust from my cheek; he handed me a rag without looking, as if the thought and action were one.

      “You eat?” he asked.

      “Forgot.”

      That earned me the kind of look that could have straightened my posture if I’d been slouching. “Shoes. There’s a deli on the corner. You’ll pass out if you keep going on coffee and nerves.”

      “I’m very fueled by vibes,” I said, but grabbed my shoes anyway.

      We ate on overturned buckets. He dismantled his sandwich with surgeon’s precision; I inhaled mine. His eyes lingered on my bouncing foot. “You ever sit still?”

      “I’m sitting now.”

      “Your foot’s moving.”

      I stomped it once, and he laughed — low, warm, wrecking my balance more than the caffeine.

      Back at the loft, we worked until the light turned the sawdust into glitter. At four, he killed the saw. “Neighbors won’t take more. Eight tomorrow?”

      “Eight’s a rumor,” I said.

      “Eight,” he repeated, the word a promise.

      He packed tools with practiced order, then paused at the door. “Don’t move what we set. It’s level now.”

      “Bossy,” I said.

      “Efficient,” he corrected, and his eyes softened. “You did good today.”

      The praise sat low in my belly. “You too. Decent with tools.”

      He hitched an eyebrow, and suddenly decent with tools sounded a lot less innocent.

      I felt myself blush before he handed me a business card. “Text me if you think of anything overnight.”

      When he left, the loft felt bigger and smaller all at once. I spotted his handprint in the fine dust along the stud edge and took a picture without thinking.

      At seven, my phone buzzed. Unknown number.

      
        
          
            
              
        8 a.m. means coffee at 7:55. Eat first. —T

      

      

      

      

      

      I typed:

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes, Daddy.

      

      

      

      

      

      I deleted it before I hit send, then typed:

      
        
          
            
              
        Bossy.

      

      

      

      

      

      His reply came fast:

      
        
          
            
              
        Efficient. Sleep.

      

      

      

      

      

      The word settled between my shoulder blades like a hand. I fell asleep thinking of him in the doorway, steady and sure, and wondering what it might feel like if that hand stayed.
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      Troy knocked at 7:59 on the dot.

      I was still barefoot, hair damp from a shower I’d taken too fast, holding two mugs like they might serve as an apology.

      He stepped inside, sniffed the coffee, and gave me a small approving nod. “Better,” he said.

      “Better than what?” I asked, shutting the door.

      “Better than yesterday, when you’d had one cup by noon and no food.” He set his toolbox in exactly the same spot as before. “Eat?”

      I gestured at the paper bag on the counter. “Bagels. Sesame or everything?”

      “Sesame,” he said, already pulling out a tape measure. The man could multitask—measuring, marking, and still catching the half I slid to him. He bit into it without breaking his line on the wall, chewed, swallowed, and said, “Decent.”

      I leaned on the counter. “You’re always this chatty?”

      “When there’s work to do.”

      For the next hour we worked in sync: him setting studs, me holding, steadying, and catching instructions in short, low bursts. Hold here. Level. Steady. Each one clipped, confident, leaving no space for me to second-guess.

      At one point he handed me the drill. “Your turn.”

      I hesitated. “I’m better with things that don’t spin at high speeds.”

      “You’ll manage.” He stepped in behind me, his chest brushing my shoulder blades, his hands fitting over mine on the grip. “Squeeze slow.”

      I did, feeling the vibration run through my arms, into his. His touch adjusted my stance—fingers firm at my hip, a press that told me exactly where he wanted me.

      “Good,” he said when the screw set flush. My pulse didn’t care he was talking about carpentry.

      We fell back into rhythm until my stomach growled loud enough to make him smirk. “Lunch,” he said. “Your pick.”

      “There’s a Thai place around the corner.”

      “Fine,” he said, but twenty minutes later he was the one greeting the owner by name and getting us extra spring rolls without asking.

      “You come here a lot?” I asked, watching the easy way he fit into the space.

      “Close to the job site,” he said. “And they get the rice right.”

      We didn’t talk deep over lunch, but I noticed the way he slid the spicier dish toward me, how he refilled my water without breaking the flow of whatever I was saying. He didn’t make a show of it—he just took care of things.

      Back at the loft, we tackled the shelving. My arms were trembling by the third bracket. He noticed, set his level down, and said, “We’ll finish tomorrow.”

      “I can keep going,” I argued.

      “I know,” he said simply, and that was the end of it.

      He packed up while I coiled the extension cord. At the door, he paused. “You did better today.”

      “Better than decent?” I asked, grinning.

      His mouth curved, just a little. “Getting there.”

      When he left, the loft didn’t feel empty—it felt like it was waiting.

      At 8:15 my phone buzzed. 

      
        
          
            
              
        Eat breakfast tomorrow. Protein. —T

      

      

      

      

      

      I typed:

      
        
          
            
              
        You know you’re not my dad, right?

      

      

      

      

      

      A moment later came his reply:

      
        
          
            
              
        Not yet.

      

      

      

      

      

      I stared at the words longer than I should have, then set the phone down and laughed into the quiet.
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