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For every woman who rebuilt herself after someone left.

For every home that held more truth than the people trying to tear it down.

And for every love that learns the hardest lesson:

staying only means something

when it is chosen.
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This book is a BWWM second-chance contemporary romance with emotional-healing themes, family legacy, community pressure, and adult consensual romance.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Reader care notes include:

[image: ]


past heartbreak, emotional abandonment, public professional humiliation, family pressure, financial stress connected to property and debt, storm damage, threat of demolition, community displacement pressure, public judgment, grief connected to a late grandmother, workplace and business pressure, subtle racism and bias in professional/community settings, difficult parent-child conversations, and adult consensual intimacy.

There is no cheating between the main couple in the present-day romance. There is no non-consensual sexual content. There is no incest or pseudo-incest framing.

This story centers repair, accountability, respect, consent, and an earned happy ending.
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When She Lets Him Stay is a romance about love after damage.

Nia and Callum's story is not about easy forgiveness. It is about accountability, patience, public truth, and the kind of love that does not erase the past to create a future.

Blue Porch House is more than a setting. It is memory, legacy, community, and proof that some things deserve to be repaired instead of replaced.

✦  ✦  ✦

Thank you for reading.

S D BARAIYA

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1

The Crack Under the Blue Porch
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Nia Baptiste found the crack because the house made a sound it had no business making after surviving ninety-three years of storms, weddings, wakes, rent days, unpaid bills, two hurricanes, one kitchen fire, and her grandmother’s habit of slamming the back door whenever somebody lied to her face.

It came from below the porch, a soft wooden complaint followed by a scrape inside the foundation, not loud enough to scare a stranger but wrong enough to stop Nia with one boot on the bottom step and a flashlight between her teeth.

She took the flashlight out of her mouth, wiped rain grit from the lens with the hem of her shirt, and aimed the beam under the blue porch boards.

The first thing she saw was the old brick pier near the east corner, darker than the others from stormwater, the mortar packed with damp sand and bits of grass the tide had dragged into places it did not belong. The second thing she saw was the hairline split running from the crawlspace vent down toward the footing, thin at the top, wider near the base, as if the house had tried to keep its trouble private until the storm forced it open.

Nia lowered herself onto one knee. Wet grit pressed through the knee of her work pants. She ignored it and ran two fingers along the split, not touching the brick itself, just tracing the air in front of it the way her grandmother used to hover her hand near a hot skillet before deciding whether the cornbread could wait another minute.

The crack was fresh.

Not fresh like last week. Fresh like sometime between midnight and the hour before dawn, while Nia had been inside with three buckets, a dead shop vac, and a roll of plastic sheeting, telling herself the house was mostly fine because mostly fine was all she could afford.

“Don’t start with me,” she said, because talking to old buildings was only strange to people who had never depended on one.

Above her, the porch ceiling still held its faded blue paint, the old Gullah blue her grandmother had insisted on touching up every spring even after arthritis made the brush shake in her hand. Nia had argued with her once about modern exterior colors, and her grandmother had looked over the top of her glasses and said, Baby, if you want a house to guard you, don’t make it forget what color it is.

Nia had not painted over it. Not once.

A drip landed on the back of her neck, cold enough to make her shoulders pull in before she could stop them. She shifted the flashlight and leaned closer. The beam caught something pale tucked against the bottom of the porch rail.

At first, she thought it was a scrap of siding torn loose in the storm.

Then she saw the city seal.

The notice had been folded once and sealed inside a clear plastic sleeve, taped to the porch post with two neat strips of silver tape. Not slapped there by a neighbor. Not left by a passing police officer. Whoever posted it had used a level hand, pressed the corners flat, and walked away before the street woke up.

Nia stood too quickly, and the porch answered with another small shift beneath her boots.

She stopped moving.

The house settled again.

A gull shrieked somewhere beyond Kingfisher Street, sharp and ugly, and the sound made the sleeping town feel staged, like everyone had stepped out at the exact moment the worst thing arrived.

Nia pulled the notice from the post.

The plastic sleeve stuck to her wet fingers. She tore it open with more force than needed, then smoothed the paper against the porch rail and made herself read every word instead of hunting for the ones that would hurt most.

CITY OF HARBORVALE DEPARTMENT OF BUILDING SAFETY CONDITIONAL STRUCTURAL REVIEW ORDER

Property: 417 Salt Row Lane Known as: Blue Porch House Owner/Responsible Party: Nia Simone Baptiste / Blue Porch Renewal LLC Action Required: Independent structural assessment within 72 hours. Full remediation plan within 30 calendar days. Failure to comply may result in emergency condemnation proceedings, access restriction, and demolition review.

Nia read the paragraph again. Then the next. Then the small-print reference line at the bottom, where older reports were listed by number and date.

One report number reached up from the page and put its hand around her morning.

WREN DEVELOPMENT PARTNERS  PRELIMINARY RISK MEMO, 2017.

For a few seconds, Nia forgot the rainwater in her boots, the damp porch boards, the open crawlspace panel behind her, even the crack widening below the east corner. She saw a council room from seven years ago instead, ugly beige walls, microphones that smelled faintly of other people’s breath, and Callum Wren sitting two rows behind his father with his eyes on the folder in his lap.

No, not his eyes. His hands.

She remembered his hands because that was the part she had trusted. Long fingers, engineer’s calluses, the little scar near his thumb from the night they had pulled bent nails out of reclaimed pine until after midnight and he had kissed the inside of her wrist because she refused to admit she was tired. Those same hands had stayed folded around a pen while Jasper Wren’s people used Callum’s memo to make her sound sentimental, reckless, too attached to family history to understand load paths and liability.

Callum had not stood up.

He had not corrected them.

By the end of that day, Nia’s first funding package had collapsed, three council members had stopped returning her calls, and her grandmother had sat beside her in the truck eating peppermint candy from her purse because neither of them could manage dinner. Two weeks later, Callum had left for London. By spring, everyone in town had learned to say preliminary risk in the same careful tone they used for bless her heart.

Nia folded the notice once, then unfolded it because creasing government paper made her feel too much like a woman accepting bad news.

“No,” she said to the porch, to the city, to the old memo number, to the corner of her mind that had already started calculating demolition costs. “Not today.”

The house gave another faint pop below the rail.

Nia turned toward the front door, shoved the notice under one arm, and pulled her phone from her back pocket. The screen was damp and slow under her thumb. Three missed calls from Tessa. Two from Malcolm. One text from Amina with a photo of water in the back studio and a message full of apology.

At the top sat a missed call from Priya Desai.

That made Nia still.

Priya did not call before seven unless money had teeth.

Nia pressed the number and walked inside before the porch could argue with her again.

Blue Porch House smelled like wet cedar, lemon oil, and the kind of old plaster that gave up secrets slowly. The front hall was stripped to half its bones, with one wall opened to studs and the other still carrying faded wallpaper where tiny yellow flowers climbed toward the ceiling as if nobody had told them the room was under renovation. Buckets lined the baseboards. A blue tarp covered the antique piano Miss Leni still swore could be tuned if somebody with patience and good ears ever tried.

The call connected on the fourth ring.

“Nia,” Priya said, and the lack of greeting told her enough.

“I have a city notice on my porch.”

Priya exhaled through her nose. In the background, a printer chattered, stopped, and chattered again. “I was hoping you had not seen it yet.”

“That is a strange hope for a friend.”

“It is a practical hope for an adjuster who wanted ten minutes to figure out why Harborvale moved faster than my claim file.”

Nia crossed the hall into the front parlor and set the notice on the butcher-block worktable she had dragged there after the dining room ceiling started leaking. Three permit binders sat open beside a jar of pencils. One pencil had rolled into a puddle from a roof drip and swollen at the end. She picked it up because if she did not pick up the pencil, she might pick up the table and throw it through the nearest window.

“Priya, tell me this is standard after storm damage.”

“It is not standard after one night.”

“Helpful.”

“I know. I’m sorry. The city can post a review order fast if there is visible structural movement, but the timing bothers me. The inspection request went in before six this morning.”

Nia looked toward the front windows. Across the street, Salt Row was still half asleep. Mrs. Bell’s porch light glowed through torn screen. Someone had set a broken flowerpot upright on the sidewalk as if that fixed anything. No city truck idled at the curb. No inspector stood outside pretending not to watch her.

“Who requested it?”

“I do not have that yet.”

“But you have a guess.”

Priya paused, and Nia hated the small pause more than she would have hated a lie. Priya’s pauses always carried paperwork.

“I have a concern,” Priya said.

“Use the ugly word. We’re grown.”

“Fine. I think somebody flagged your property before the storm reports were processed. The notice references the 2017 Wren memo, and that should not be the first document they pull unless someone handed it to them.”

Nia sat down on the edge of the worktable, then stood right back up because sitting made her feel as if the house had already won.

The old floorboards pressed damp grit into the soles of her boots. She turned the notice so the city seal faced away from her, childish and useless, but the Wren line stayed visible through the back of the paper.

“Jasper,” she said.

“I did not say that.”

“You did not have to.”

“Nia.”

“What?”

“Do not go to Wren Development today.”

Nia almost laughed, but it came out wrong, more breath than sound. “I have a cracked foundation, three buckets catching the second-floor hallway, a city notice threatening demolition review, and an insurance adjuster telling me not to commit a crime before breakfast. This morning is already crowded.”

“I’m serious.”

“I can hear that.”

“Good, because I need you calm enough to be mean correctly.”

That, despite everything, got close to a real laugh. Priya had a gift for speaking like a spreadsheet with feelings.

Nia walked into the front hall again, checking the ceiling line by habit. The house shifted in tiny ways after storms. All old houses did. They complained, absorbed, sighed through their joints. Blue Porch had always made noise like a living thing turning over in bed.

This sound was different.

The east wall gave another small tick.

Nia stopped beside the staircase. A thin line of plaster dust had gathered along the baseboard below the framed photograph of her grandmother standing on the porch in 1978, one hand on her hip, the other holding a cigarette she had later claimed belonged to a cousin.

“Priya,” Nia said, “the crack is not cosmetic.”

The printer stopped on Priya’s end. “How wide?”

“Hairline at the top. Maybe an eighth near the footing. Fresh movement under the east corner, and I heard settling twice after I found it.”

“Any bowing?”

“Not inside. Not that I can see. Crawlspace is wet, and the east pier looks like it took runoff harder than the rest.”

“Can you get Malcolm there?”

“He’s dealing with the Kingfisher storefront. Half the front windows blew in, and his crew is stretched.”

“A local engineer?”

“The good one retired. The bad one thinks every old house should be wrapped in vinyl and prayer.”

“Nia.”

“I know.”

“No, I mean it. Listen. The city order says independent structural assessment within seventy-two hours. With a possible condemnation track, they will not accept a friendly contractor note. They will want a licensed structural engineer with storm-resilience experience, preferably someone who has worked historic foundations in flood zones.”

Nia knew where this was going, and her body knew first. Her fingers tightened around the phone until the case edge pressed into her palm.

“No.”

“I have not said a name.”

“You typed it with your voice.”

Priya made a small tired sound. “The city has a recommended list for emergency historic structures. Three names. One is unavailable because he is in Charleston for at least two weeks. One has an open complaint with the state board. The third ”

“No.”

“ is Callum Wren.”

Nia looked at her grandmother’s photograph. The woman in the frame looked back without sympathy, which was fair. Baptiste women had never been generous with pity before coffee.

“He is not touching this house,” Nia said.

“Then find someone better within seventy-two hours.”

“I will.”

“Good. I want you to. Send me that name as soon as you have it, because I will need to justify it to the carrier and the city.”

Nia said nothing.

Priya let the quiet work for a moment. Then she ruined it with the kind of kindness Nia did not want.

“I hate this too.”

“No, you hate being the messenger. I hate this.”

“Fair.”

A drip hit the tarp over the piano. Nia watched it slide down the plastic and gather near the tied leg, where it trembled fat and clear before dropping onto the floor. Three inches to the left, and it would have hit the old guest ledger table. She crossed the room, moved the table, and shoved a bucket with her foot until it sat under the leak.

One task. Then another.

That was how a person survived a morning trying to turn into a verdict.

“Does he know?” Nia asked.

Priya did not pretend not to understand. “Callum?”

Nia hated hearing the name spoken inside the house, even through a phone speaker. It seemed to find old corners.

“I do not know,” Priya said. “The list is public to city staff and insurers. If someone at Building Safety called him, he may know. If Wren Development is involved, his father may know. Those are not the same thing.”

“They were the same thing when it mattered.”

“I know they were.”

“No,” Nia said, sharper than she meant, then quieter because the house already had enough cracks. “You know the file. You did not sit in that room.”

Priya did not answer right away. When she did, her voice had lost its adjuster edge. “You’re right.”

Nia wished she had not said it. She also did not take it back.

From outside came the slow scrape of a truck tire through wet sand. Nia moved to the front window and pulled back the curtain with two fingers. Malcolm’s gray pickup crawled past, loaded with plywood and two ladders strapped badly enough to make her want to go out there and fix the tie-downs herself. He slowed when he saw the notice missing from the porch post. His window lowered halfway.

Nia lifted one hand to show she was alive.

Malcolm pointed at the porch, then at his phone, then made a face that said he already knew more than she wanted him to know. Harborvale did not need internet. It had porches.

“I have to go,” Nia said.

“Send me photos of the crack, the pier, and any interior movement. Wide shot and close-up. Put a ruler in the frame.”

“Already on it.”

“And Nia?”

“What?”

“If you call him, call from a position of control. Not panic.”

“I’m not calling him.”

“Then call someone who can beat him on paper.”

The line went dead after that, because Priya had never believed in soft exits.

Nia stood in the parlor with the phone in her hand, listening to the water drip into three different buckets at three different speeds. One fast, one lazy, one with a hollow little note that would have annoyed her grandmother enough to make her move the bucket twice and then blame the floor.

She photographed the notice first. Then the crack. Then the east pier with a tape measure held against the widest part. She took a wide shot of the porch corner, a close-up of the mortar, a video of the slight gap between the skirt board and the brick. She added notes in the project app because panic had never passed inspection, but documentation sometimes did.

At 7:18, Tessa called again.

Nia declined it and texted: House standing. I am handling it.

Tessa replied before the typing dots had a chance to disappear.

That is not an answer.

Nia sent back: It is the answer available.

Then she turned off notifications because love, in her family, often arrived as twenty-seven follow-up questions and one threat to drive over in house shoes.

She went to the supply closet for a second flashlight and found the closet door swollen from moisture. It stuck halfway open. She pulled once, harder than necessary, and the old brass knob came loose in her hand.

For half a second, she stood there holding it.

Then she laughed. Not because anything was funny, but because the alternative wanted too much from her.

“Really?” she said to the door. “You too?”

The house did not apologize.

Nia set the knob on the hall table, got the flashlight from the closet shelf, and grabbed her field notebook. The notebook was soft at the corners, black cover rubbed gray where her thumb always rested. Inside were measurements, costs, crew notes, sketches, permit numbers, and three grocery lists she had written when her brain was too full to remember eggs.

She opened to a clean page.

Emergency structural review. Day 1 of 30.

Under that, she wrote: Do not sell. Do not freeze. Do not call him unless there is no other option.

The pen stopped after the last word.

Option.

She could hear Callum saying it in her memory, not soft, not romantic, just precise in that irritating way he had when he was trying not to push. There’s always another option, Nia. It just may cost more than we wanted.

Back then, she had believed he meant they would pay together.

Nia closed the notebook.

A truck door shut outside. This time it was closer than the street. Heavy steps came up the porch, paused at the damaged corner, and moved more carefully after that. Malcolm knocked once and opened the door without waiting, because Salt Row people had rules about privacy until wood rot, fever, or government paper got involved.

He stood in the doorway wearing a rain-dark hoodie, work pants muddy to the thigh, and the expression of a man who had already decided whom to blame and only needed Nia to approve the list.

“I saw the city seal,” he said.

“Good morning to you too.”

“It’s not good.”

“No, but it is morning.”

He stepped inside, sniffed once at the wet plaster smell, and looked toward the buckets. “Where?”

“East porch pier. Fresh split. Possible movement under the skirt board. Crawlspace is wet.”

Malcolm’s face changed in the small way tradespeople changed when a problem stopped being gossip and became material. He took the flashlight from her hand without asking, then caught himself and held it back.

“Sorry.”

Nia waved him on. “Use it.”

He gave her a quick look, maybe because she sounded calmer than she was, maybe because he had known her since she was thirteen and pretending not to care about things had never fooled him for long. Then he went outside and crouched by the corner.

Nia followed, staying on the path instead of the porch steps. The air smelled like broken leaves, wet brick, and the river pushing its way into storm drains. Down the block, someone’s generator coughed and quit. A child cried once, was hushed, then cried harder because being hushed had offended them.

Malcolm aimed the flashlight under the porch. He touched the ground near the footing, rubbed mud between thumb and finger, and muttered something too low to count as language.

“What?” Nia asked.

“I said it’s ugly.”

“I needed technical language, Malcolm.”

“It’s ugly with ambition.”

Despite herself, she smiled.

He leaned closer, then shifted his weight back carefully. “You hear movement?”

“Twice.”

“Inside?”

“Baseboard dust by the stairs. No visible bowing.”

“Yet.”

She looked at him.

He gave a small shrug. “You asked for technical.”

Nia took the flashlight back and crouched beside him. The crack did look worse with another person seeing it. Private damage could still be negotiated with. Witnessed damage became fact.

“I need a structural engineer,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“Not him.”

Malcolm’s mouth flattened. He did not ask which him. That was one mercy.

“I know a guy in Norfolk,” he said. “Slow as cold syrup, but decent.”

“How soon?”

“For you? He’ll say Monday.”

“It’s Friday.”

“I didn’t say he was useful.”

Nia pressed two fingers to the bridge of the flashlight, not her face, because she had rules even in private. “Charleston engineer is out. Local options are bad. City wants someone with historic flood-zone work.”

Malcolm rocked back on his heels and looked toward the house. “They put his name on the list, didn’t they?”

“Priya says he is one of three.”

“Convenient.”

“Yes.”

“Dirty convenient.”

“Also yes.”

A white city vehicle turned slowly onto Salt Row Lane.

Nia and Malcolm both went still.

The vehicle moved past Mrs. Bell’s house, past the leaning live oak, past the empty lot where the Henderson place used to stand before a boutique inn bought the land and called the absence a courtyard. It stopped in front of Blue Porch House with its tires half in a puddle.

Grant Kessler stepped out wearing khakis, a city windbreaker, and the careful face of a man who did not enjoy being early but had decided being late would be worse. He carried a clipboard in one hand and a tablet tucked under his arm. His shoes were too clean for Salt Row after a storm.

“Ms. Baptiste,” he called.

Nia stood, wiping mud from her fingers onto a rag instead of her pants. “Mr. Kessler.”

Malcolm rose beside her, big and silent.

Grant noticed him, then the crack, then the missing notice sleeve still hanging from the porch post.

“I was hoping to catch you before crews started work.”

“You caught me before coffee, so that’s better for the city and worse for you.”

Grant gave a tight smile that did not stay. “I understand this is a difficult morning.”

“Do you?”

He glanced at Malcolm again. “May we speak privately?”

“No.”

Malcolm made a small sound, almost a cough. Grant’s ears colored.

Nia folded the rag in half. “Anything about my house can be said in front of my contractor.”

Grant adjusted the tablet under his arm. A small power struggle passed between them, polite enough for a sidewalk and sharp enough to leave a mark.

“All right,” he said. “The city received a structural concern regarding this property at 5:42 a.m. Because of the prior risk history attached to the address, we were required to issue conditional review.”

“Who filed the concern?”

“I can’t disclose that yet.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

“Can’t at this stage.”

Malcolm shifted his weight. The porch boards gave a tiny answering creak behind them.

Grant heard it. His eyes moved to the damaged corner.

Nia hated that the house had spoken for him.

“You have seventy-two hours for the independent assessment,” Grant said. “I need to be clear. If the engineer reports active movement in a primary support area, occupancy may be restricted.”

“I am not living here.”

“But your crews are working here.”

“My crews know how to move around a damaged structure.”

“I believe you. The order still stands.”

There it was: the official voice, the one that made belief irrelevant.

Nia looked at the city logo on his windbreaker. A loose thread hung from the left cuff, bright white against navy fabric. It bothered her that she noticed it. It bothered her more that she wanted to pull it clean.

“Why does the order reference the 2017 Wren memo before any current inspection?” she asked.

Grant’s face did not change enough. That told her plenty.

“It is attached to the property file.”

“So are my 2022 reinforcement notes, my 2023 drainage plan, and three rounds of approved repair permits. Funny how none of those made the first page.”

Grant looked down at his clipboard, though she doubted he needed to read anything. “The older memo is flagged as a risk document.”

“It was used as a weapon then, and now it’s being used as a shortcut.”

“I am not here to relitigate 2017.”

“No one ever is.”

Malcolm said her name under his breath, not warning, exactly. More like a hand placed near a hot pan.

Nia ignored him.

Grant’s expression softened in a way that made her trust him less, because pity from officials usually arrived right before they explained why their hands were tied. “Ms. Baptiste, I know what this property means to Salt Row.”

“No,” she said. “You know what it says in the file.”

A gull shrieked again from the direction of the pier, and this time the sound cut through the pause cleanly enough that Grant looked away first.

Good.

Nia took the city notice from under her arm and held it out. “I will comply with the order. I will submit the assessment, remediation plan, and any supporting documentation within the required window. I will also request the full chain of review on this notice.”

Grant took the paper but did not pull it from her hand right away. “That request may take time.”

“Then start now.”

Malcolm made another almost-cough. It sounded suspiciously like approval.

Grant finally took the notice. “Do you have an engineer retained?”

“Working on it.”

His eyes moved over her face, not rudely, but with the careful measurement of someone deciding how much bad news to add to existing bad news. “The city list is not mandatory, but using someone familiar with storm-related historic structures will make review smoother.”

“I understand the words you are using.”

“I am trying to help.”

“Then say the name you came here not to say.”

Grant’s fingers tightened around the clipboard.

The generator down the block coughed again and caught this time, filling the street with a rough mechanical hum. A neighbor’s screen door opened. Somewhere behind Nia, water dripped from the porch gutter into a metal pan with steady little pings.

Grant said, “Callum Wren is available.”

Nia had known it was coming. The knowing did not make it smaller.

Malcolm turned his head toward her, but Nia kept her eyes on Grant because if she looked at Malcolm, the morning might become too personal to survive in front of city paperwork.

“Available,” she repeated.

“He contacted Building Safety late last night to update his emergency availability after the storm.”

That landed differently.

Not recommended by the city. Not summoned by his father. Available.

Nia heard Priya’s voice from the phone call: If someone at Building Safety called him, he may know. If Wren Development is involved, his father may know. Those are not the same thing.

Nia did not like the distinction. It had edges. It made room for possibilities she had spent years refusing to rent space to.

Grant continued, “He has relevant experience. He also has prior familiarity with the property file.”

“Prior familiarity is a generous phrase.”

“I am aware there is history.”

“No, Mr. Kessler. You are aware there is paperwork.”

His mouth closed.

Malcolm stepped down from the porch and came to stand beside her, not in front, which was why she loved him a little and trusted him a lot.

Nia looked past Grant at the city vehicle. There was a paper coffee cup in the holder, a child’s blue sticker on the back window, and a dent above the rear tire someone had tried badly to buff out. Ordinary details, attached to an ordinary man, delivering an extraordinary insult because the system had taught him to call it procedure.

She looked back at Blue Porch House.

The porch paint was peeling near the damaged corner. One shutter hung crooked. The front door stood open behind her because Malcolm had not pulled it shut, and from where she stood she could see straight through the hall to the back window, where gray morning light sat on the floorboards in a long dull strip.

Her grandmother had kept six spare keys on a brass ring in the kitchen drawer. One for family, one for Miss Leni, one for the tenant in the north room, one for emergencies, one nobody used, and one she called the fool key because every house needed a key for the person you swore would never be welcome until the day came when pride cost more than sense.

Nia had thrown away the fool key after the funeral.

At least, she thought she had.

The east corner shifted again, smaller this time, but all three of them heard it.

Grant’s face changed from official concern to real concern.

Malcolm said, “Nia.”

She lifted one hand to stop whatever he was about to add.

Not today, she had told the house.

You are not coming down today.

She had meant it before she knew what it would cost.

Nia pulled out her phone, opened Priya’s contact, then stopped. Not Priya. Not yet.

Her thumb hovered over the search bar.

She typed one name she had not typed in seven years.

Callum Wren.

The screen offered an old number before she could change her mind.

✦  ✦  ✦
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CHAPTER 2

The Man at the Threshold
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Callum Wren parked three houses down from Blue Porch because pulling into Nia Baptiste’s driveway felt like claiming space he had not earned, and because the first cowardly part of him still wanted ten extra yards before he had to see what the storm had done.

He sat with the engine off, both hands resting on the wheel, the old file box belted into the passenger seat like a body he had failed to save.

Blue Porch House stood at the far end of Salt Row Lane with its front door open and its faded porch ceiling visible through the gray morning light. The place looked wounded but not beaten. Tarps flapped at two windows. A broken gutter hung over the left rail. The blue porch boards, old and stubborn, ran across the front like a line someone had drawn against the tide.

For seven years, Callum had carried that house in pieces.

The porch ceiling. The east wall. The parlor arch. Nia’s grandmother’s kitchen, where the cabinet doors never closed squarely because the house had settled before anybody alive could remember the reason. He had remembered the practical things first because practical memory hurt less. Measurements. Beam spans. Joist directions. Drainage lines. The pattern of cracks that had been harmless then and might not be harmless now.

He had tried very hard not to remember Nia.

That had gone badly.

His phone lit up on the console with the last call still showing on the screen. Nia Baptiste. Seven years of not hearing her voice, and then one sentence delivered so evenly he had known she was furious before she said his name.

The city says you’re available.

Not hello. Not why are you on the emergency list. Not are you the reason this is happening?

Just that.

He had told her yes, because anything more would have sounded like pleading. She had given him the address as if he did not still know it, then told him to bring credentials, current license information, and proof of insurance. After a pause, she added, “And whatever file you think made you useful.”

He had said, “I’ll bring all of it.”

She had hung up.

Now he was outside her house with too much proof and not enough courage to cross a wet street.

A city vehicle was pulling away from the curb when Callum stepped out of the truck. Grant Kessler glanced at him through the windshield, recognized him, and looked forward again without raising a hand. That was probably wise. Harborvale had always been good at pretending not to watch while watching with full attention.

Two doors down, an older woman in a yellow raincoat dragged a branch off her walkway and paused long enough to read him from boots to collar. Across the street, a child in pajamas pressed their face to a window until someone tugged them back by the sleeve. Salt Row did not need an announcement. By noon, half the district would know Callum Wren had come back carrying papers.

He opened the passenger door and unbuckled the file box.

It was heavier than it looked. That seemed fair.

The label on the front had been written in his own hand years ago, back when he believed technical language could protect everyone from uglier truth.

BLUE PORCH / BAPTISTE / PRELIMINARY NOTES / 2017

Under that, in newer black ink, he had added:

ORIGINALS + ALTERED COPY.

Callum carried the box against his ribs and walked toward the house.

The storm had pushed sand into the curb. A dead crab, small and pale, lay upside down near the gutter as if the tide had delivered it by mistake. He stepped around it, then hated that he had noticed something so useless when Nia’s house might be moving under its own weight.

His boots hit the first walkway stone.

Then the next.

Then the one that still tilted slightly to the left.

He remembered that stone because Nia had once tripped on it while arguing that beauty had to be useful. She had caught herself, laughed, and then accused him of letting the walkway prove her point. He had wanted to kiss her then. He had done it badly, too fast, bumping her chin because both of them were smiling. She had laughed harder after that.

The memory came with the smell of wet oyster shell and cedar, so sharp and complete that Callum stopped at the bottom of the steps.

The crack under the east corner pulled him back.

It ran from the vent down through the brick pier, cleaner than storm scouring and newer than settlement. The footing had shifted. Not much. Enough. The skirt board above it had opened by perhaps three-sixteenths of an inch at the far edge, and the porch boards carried a slight dip he did not like.

A bad little calculation began in his head before he permitted it.

Live load. Saturated soil. Pier rotation. East wall bearing path. Previous drainage modification unknown. Crawlspace moisture. Seventy-two hours was generous only to people who had never listened to old wood move at night.

He crouched, set the file box on the dryest porch board he could find, and took a small flashlight from his jacket pocket. The brick face showed damp staining, but the deeper concern was the diagonal pull near the lower mortar joint. This was not just a pretty old house complaining about rain. Something had shifted underneath.

“Don’t touch the brick.”

Nia’s voice came from above him.

Callum did not move his hand closer. He turned the flashlight off first, because the beam was pointed toward her boots, and even that felt like trespass.

She stood on the porch with a folding ruler in one hand and a phone in the other. Her work pants were wet at one knee. Her linen shirt had been shoved up to her elbows, and a streak of dust crossed the inside of her forearm. Gold hoops, steel-toe boots, hair pulled back with a blue scarf that looked like it had been tied fast and without patience.

She was older.

Of course she was older. He was not an idiot. Seven years had passed for both of them, and still some part of him had expected pain to preserve her exactly as he had left her, which was the kind of selfish thought he deserved to be ashamed of.

Nia looked tired, furious, and so entirely herself that Callum had to adjust his grip on the flashlight before it slipped.

“I wasn’t going to,” he said.

“You were thinking about it.”

“I was thinking the lower joint has rotated.”

“That is not better.”

“No.”

A man stood behind her in the open doorway, broad-shouldered, muddy, and openly unimpressed. Malcolm Reed. Callum remembered him from the old hearing, younger then, sitting beside Nia’s grandmother with both arms crossed and murder in his posture.

Malcolm looked Callum over now. “You bring a shovel or just ghosts?”

“Files,” Callum said.

“Same thing, depending on who buried what.”

Nia did not smile, but her mouth shifted very slightly. Callum hated himself for noticing.

He stood slowly and kept his hands visible, the flashlight in one, nothing in the other. “Nia.”

Her name came out too carefully, as if he had been keeping it wrapped in cloth.

She hated that too. He saw it before she spoke.

“Ms. Baptiste, for this meeting.”

Malcolm made no effort to hide his satisfaction.

Callum accepted the correction with a nod. “Ms. Baptiste.”

Something crossed her face too quickly to name. Irritation, maybe. Or the old reflex of hearing him obey when obedience was not the thing she wanted from him. He had been very good at doing the smaller right thing while failing the larger one.

She pointed at the file box. “Is that the old memo?”

“It includes the old memo, my original notes, the copy that was filed with the city, and the version I believe was altered after my signature.”

Malcolm’s expression shifted first. Nia did not give him the comfort of looking surprised.

“You believe,” she said.

“I can prove discrepancies. I cannot yet prove chain of custody.”

“Then say that.”

“I can prove discrepancies. I cannot yet prove chain of custody.”

“Great. He repeats instructions,” Malcolm said. “Does he sit too?”

Nia gave him a look. “Malcolm.”

“What? I’m asking about the room.”

Callum glanced toward the open front door. “I can review the exterior first.”

“No,” Nia said. “You can stand where I tell you to stand and answer what I ask you.”

“That’s fair.”

“Do not call it fair like you gave it to me.”

Callum absorbed that one without flinching, though it landed exactly where it was aimed. “You’re right. I didn’t give you anything.”

The porch gutter released a sudden spill of water into the grass, startling all three of them in a ridiculous way. Malcolm muttered something about fixing the downspout before the house drowned out of spite.

For one odd second, none of them spoke. A neighbor’s generator groaned down the block. Somewhere inside the house, water dropped into a bucket at a slow, steady rhythm.

Then Nia stepped back from the doorway.

“You have twenty minutes,” she said. “Exterior first. Then front hall. No parlor, no kitchen table, no files opened inside until I say so.”

“I understand.”

“Do you?”

The question was not about the house.

Callum looked at her, really looked, then chose the answer that would not make anything easier. “Not enough. But I’m trying to.”

Malcolm rolled his eyes toward the porch ceiling. “Jesus.”

Nia ignored him again, which seemed to be his expected role in this arrangement.

Callum picked up the file box. He did not step onto the porch until Nia moved aside. Even then, he used the left side where the boards were safer, placing his weight carefully, listening through the soles of his boots.

Old wood spoke in pressure and delay. This porch gave back a faint softness near the second board and a sharper click near the rail. Water had found a path underneath. Not just last night. Longer. Months, maybe years, hidden by old repairs and kinder weather.

Nia watched his feet. “Say it.”

“The porch has uneven response along the east span. I would not load this corner with more than one person until we shore it.”

“Can we shore it today?”

“Yes, temporarily. Not permanently.”

“Materials?”

“Adjustable steel posts, cribbing, treated blocking, moisture barrier for the crawlspace entry. I saw enough spare lumber stacked near the side gate to start, but I would not trust all of it for load transfer.”

Malcolm stepped onto the porch behind Nia. “I’ve got posts at the Kingfisher job.”

“You need them there?” Nia asked.

“I need a lot of things. A peaceful life. New knees. A county that respects drainage. I can spare four posts.”

“Two,” Callum said before he could stop himself.

Malcolm’s eyes cut to him.

Callum corrected his tone. “Two may be enough for temporary monitoring. Four would be better if the soil under the east line is compromised.”

Nia looked at Malcolm. “Bring four.”

Malcolm pointed at Callum without looking at him. “That is the last time today he and I agree without supervision.”

“Put it on a form,” Nia said.

The small exchange should not have hurt. It did anyway. Not because Malcolm was there, not because Nia trusted him, but because their language had the ease of people who had survived practical trouble together. Callum had once been that kind of person to her. Then he had become a line item in her worst file.

Inside, Blue Porch smelled exactly wrong.

It should have smelled like furniture polish, pepper sauce, baking sugar, old books, and the sharp clean soap Nia’s grandmother used on everything from dishes to baseboards. Now it smelled like wet plaster, cedar dust, plastic tarp, and rainwater that had traveled through places it should never have touched.

Callum stopped just inside the threshold.

Nia noticed. Of course she did. “Problem?”

“Yes.”

Her face closed.

“With the house,” he added quickly, then hated the quickness because it sounded like defense. “Not with entering.”

“Then talk about the house.”

He set the file box on the floor beside the door, not on her table, and took out his moisture meter. “May I check the baseboard by the stairs?”

Nia looked at the baseboard, then back at him. “Why?”

“There’s plaster dust below the photograph. If the east wall moved, even slightly, the stair hall may show stress before the parlor does.”

She did not ask how he had seen the dust from the doorway. She used to like that about him. His noticing. Now it probably felt like surveillance.

“Check it,” she said.

Callum crossed the hall, staying away from the opened wall. The photograph above the baseboard showed Nia’s grandmother on the same porch, one hand on her hip, young and unimpressed with whoever had taken the picture. He remembered Miss Alma Baptiste in her seventies, not this version, but the stare was the same. That woman had once told him he cut onions too slow for a man with opinions.

He crouched near the baseboard.

The dust line was thin but fresh. No broad cracking above it. No obvious shear. He placed two fingers against the floor near the wall and felt a slight unevenness where old boards met newer patching.

“Minor movement transferred here,” he said. “I need the crawlspace.”

“No.”

He looked up.

Nia stood with her arms at her sides, not crossed, not guarded in any obvious way. That was worse. She had learned to look open while becoming impossible to move.

“No crawlspace?” he asked.

“No crawlspace until I see your license, insurance, and written conflict disclosure.”

Malcolm made a pleased sound again.

Callum nodded. “All right.”

That seemed to irritate her. “You have those?”

“Yes.”

“In the box?”

“In the blue folder.”

“Of course it’s color-coded.”

“It seemed efficient.”

“It seems annoying.”

“It can be both.”

For the first time, something almost human moved around her mouth and left before it became softness.

Callum opened the file box, removed the blue folder, and handed it to her without letting their fingers touch. License. Insurance. Professional references. Emergency availability. Conflict disclosure. A one-page statement saying he had prior involvement with the 2017 preliminary memo and that the property owner should be advised to seek independent review of any findings he produced.

Nia read that page twice.

Malcolm leaned over her shoulder. “You wrote that?”

“Yes.”

“Before she asked?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Callum looked at Nia, but answered Malcolm because Nia was still reading. “Because if she uses my report, anyone trying to discredit her will use my last name first.”

Nia’s gaze lifted from the page.

There it was, the old injury sitting between them with government paper around it.

“And if I do not use your report?” she asked.

“Then you still have my notes, photographs, measurements, and the old file. You can hand them to another engineer.”

“Generous.”

“No. Necessary.”

She shut the folder. “You always did know how to make a useful sentence sound like a punishment.”

Callum had no reply that would not make him sound worse.

Malcolm looked between them and said, “I’m going to get posts before this hallway grows teeth.”

Nia did not take her eyes off Callum. “Thank you.”

Malcolm walked to the door, paused beside Callum, and lowered his voice just enough to pretend it was private. “If you make her regret this before lunch, I’m using the cheaper shovel.”

“Malcolm,” Nia said.

“What? I said if.”

He left, his boots hitting the porch carefully despite the threat.

After the truck started and pulled away, the house felt larger. Not quieter. Larger in the way rooms became when the wrong two people were left inside them.

Nia set the blue folder on the worktable but kept one hand on top of it. “You contacted Building Safety last night.”

“I updated my emergency availability after the storm warnings.”

“For Harborvale specifically?”

“For coastal Virginia. Harborvale included.”

“Why?”

Callum could have said professional obligation. It was true enough to be usable and dishonest enough to be old behavior. He looked at the buckets, the opened wall, the swollen baseboard, the photograph above the stairs.

Then he looked back at her.

“Because I knew this house might be on someone’s list after the storm.”

“Someone.”

“My father’s people.”

Her fingers moved once on the folder. “You knew Jasper would come after it.”

“I suspected he would look for opportunities along Salt Row. Blue Porch is the largest parcel left with waterfront access and historic designation complications. He has wanted it for years.”

“And you did not call me.”

“No.”

The word sat there, ugly because it deserved to be.

Nia’s face did not change, but the air around her seemed to close.

Callum made himself continue. “I did not call because I had no proof he would move this week, and because I did not think hearing my voice before a crisis would help you.”

“You decided that for me.”

“Yes.”

A bucket in the parlor filled enough to change pitch, the drip turning from hollow to flat.

Nia picked up the pencil from the table, realized the end was swollen with water, and set it down again with care that looked expensive.

“You understand why that answer does not help you.”

“I do.”

“Do you also understand that every time a Wren man decides what I can handle, something of mine ends up in a file?”

Callum felt that one in his ribs.

“Yes,” he said. “I understand that now.”

“No. You understand that I am saying it. That is not the same thing.”

“You’re right.”

“Stop agreeing with me like it cleans anything.”

He looked down at the floorboards because for a second the want to say her name without the formal edge in it was so strong it embarrassed him. The boards near his left boot had been sanded recently. Not sealed yet. A fine grain of cedar dust sat in one narrow gap. Nia had been working herself into the bone trying to save this place before the storm ever arrived.

When he looked up again, he did not try to soften his voice. “I am not here to ask you for forgiveness.”

Her hand tightened around the edge of the folder.

“I am not here to explain 2017 until it sounds smaller,” he continued. “It was not small. I signed a preliminary memo I should have challenged harder. I let my father’s firm control where it went. When it was used against you, I did not correct the record in public. I left. That is the sequence.”

Nia stared at him for a long moment.

“That sounded rehearsed.”

“It was.”

A startled little laugh came out of her, not warm, not kind, but real. “Wrong answer.”

“It is the honest one. I have rehearsed what I should have said seven years ago more times than I can count. Most versions make me sound better than I was. That one does not.”

Her laugh vanished.

Outside, Malcolm’s truck was gone. A neighbor called to another neighbor about a chainsaw. The normal world kept showing up at the edges, rude and useless.

Nia opened the blue folder again. “If I allow you to inspect the crawlspace, what happens next?”

Callum forced his mind back onto structure, where shame could at least be translated into tasks. “I document current movement, soil saturation, pier condition, and load transfer. I install temporary gauges tonight if you permit it. I recommend immediate shoring at the east corner. If the movement is active, someone needs to monitor through the night.”

“Someone.”

“I can set remote alerts.”

“That is not what I asked.”

“No,” he said. “It isn’t.”

Her gaze held his.

He made himself say it plainly. “I would need access overnight to install and monitor the sensors properly. Not inside your personal rooms. Not beyond whatever boundaries you set. The back studio would be enough if it is structurally safe.”

Something flickered in her face at the mention of the back studio. He remembered the old sketches then, the ones she had spread across his apartment floor in Richmond while they ate takeout with plastic forks. The back studio had been her dream for visiting artists and women learning trades, a room with light from the garden and shelves built from salvaged pine. She had drawn a small desk by the window and told him, in a tone far too casual, that engineers who learned not to be annoying could maybe work there sometimes.

Now he had asked to sleep in the unfinished version like a hired problem.

Good. That was all he had the right to be.

Nia closed the folder. “No decision until I see the crawlspace notes.”

“Understood.”

“Stop saying that.”

“What would you rather I say?”

“I would rather you stop being easy.”

The sentence surprised both of them. Nia looked away first, toward the photograph of her grandmother, as if the wall had interrupted.

Callum did not touch the opening she had not meant to reveal. He had learned at least that much too late.

He lifted the old file box slightly. “Where do you want this?”

“Not the kitchen.”

“Front hall?”

“By the door.”

He set it exactly where she pointed.

Nia watched him place it down. “You brought all of it?”

“Yes.”

“Even the parts that make you look bad?”

“Especially those.”

“Convenient timing for a conscience.”

“Yes.”

Her eyes came back to him, sharper now.

He did not take it back. “It is convenient. It is late. It is not enough. It may still help save your house.”

The house answered before she did.

A low wooden knock came from somewhere behind the wall near the stairs, followed by a fine fall of plaster dust that slipped down beside the photograph and scattered over the baseboard. Not much. Enough.

Nia turned at once.

Callum did not move toward her. He moved toward the wall, then stopped after two steps and looked back.

“May I?”

She hated that she had to answer. He could see it.

She also knew the house did not care about pride.

“Yes.”

Callum crossed to the wall, crouched, checked the dust, then pressed the heel of his palm lightly against the floorboards six inches from the baseboard. The vibration was faint. Intermittent. A settling structure could be patient before it became cruel.

“We need to shore the east corner now,” he said.

“How now?”

“Within the hour. Before more people enter. No open work inside until it’s stabilized.”

Her face closed around the cost. Crews delayed. Materials moved. Timeline damaged. City watching. Storm not finished with them.

“Can the house be saved?” she asked.

The question was too large for the evidence he had, and too personal for the room they stood in.

Callum stood slowly. “I think so.”

“Do not give me comfort.”

“I’m not. I would tell you if I thought it was unsafe beyond repair.”

“Would you?”

There it was.

Seven years in two words.

Callum looked at the crack line, the dust, the old photograph, the woman in front of him who had every reason to distrust his answer and still needed one. He had wanted once to protect her from fear. That younger version of him had been proud of gentleness that cost him nothing.

This time, he gave her the truth with its teeth still in.

“I do not know enough yet to promise it. I know enough to say it is not lost this morning.”

Nia’s fingers closed around the folding ruler until the brass joints clicked.

“All right,” she said.

He waited.

She stepped aside from the hallway, leaving the path toward the crawlspace open but narrow. “You can enter the house, Callum.”

His name, bare and unwilling, moved through him like something badly healed being pressed.

Nia’s expression did not soften.

“But not my life.”

✦  ✦  ✦
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CHAPTER 3

One Night Only
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Nia wrote Callum Wren’s name on a temporary work permit instead of the guest ledger, because the ledger was for people who had earned a room, and the permit was for people who needed watching.

The form sat on the hall table beneath the old photograph of her grandmother, where the house keys usually lived in a chipped blue bowl. Nia used a black pen, block letters, no flourish, no softness in the loop of the W, though her hand remembered the shape of his name in ways her mind found personally offensive.

CALLUM JAMES WREN. EMERGENCY STRUCTURAL CONSULTANT. ACCESS: FRONT HALL, EAST PORCH, CRAWLSPACE, BACK STUDIO ONLY. DURATION: ONE NIGHT PENDING STRUCTURAL MONITORING.

She paused before writing the final line.

OWNER APPROVAL.

That part should have felt good. It should have felt clean, official, hers.

Instead, the pen hovered above the paper while Callum stood six feet away with his field bag at his side and rainwater still darkening the shoulders of his jacket. He had removed his boots at the door without being asked, then put them back on when she told him not to perform respect on wet floorboards that needed inspection more than manners.

That had been petty.

It had also been satisfying.

“Sign here?” he asked.

“No,” Nia said. “I sign. You obey.”

Malcolm, who was carrying two steel posts through the front door, made a noise that sounded like a man trying not to enjoy himself.

Callum did not argue. He did not smile either, which helped him keep most of his face intact. “Understood.”

Nia looked up from the form. “I am going to start charging you every time you say that.”

“I can choose a different word.”

“Choose silence.”

He gave one short nod and looked toward the east wall.

That annoyed her too, because he had done exactly what she asked.

Nia signed the approval line, tore the yellow copy from the pad, and clipped it to a board by the hall entrance where permits, crew notes, and unpaid invoices gathered like bad weather. She had built Blue Porch Renewal on systems because systems did not betray you unless someone altered them after the fact. Forms had dates. Receipts had signatures. Lumber either carried weight or it did not. Human beings kept finding ways to be less useful than wood.

A drip landed in the bucket near the parlor arch. The bucket answered with a dull plink.

Callum glanced at it, then at the ceiling line.

Nia pointed the pen at him. “No.”

“I did not say anything.”

“You thought something.”

“I thought the leak is tracking along the joist, not dropping directly from the roofline.”

“And what were you going to do with that thought?”

“Keep it to myself until the east corner is stable.”

Malcolm set the steel posts against the wall and looked between them. “This is going to be a long night.”

“It is not going to be a long anything,” Nia said. “He is here for one night.”

Callum’s eyes moved to the permit board. He read the access line again, but she could not tell whether it hurt him. He had always been unfairly good at making his face useful and his feelings inconvenient.

Fine. She could work with useful.

She pulled a roll of orange painter’s tape from the hall table and tore off four strips. “Boundary map.”

Malcolm stopped uncoiling an extension cord. “You’re taping the man off?”

“I am taping the house.”

“Same thing if he listens.”

Nia ignored that, though she enjoyed it more than she should have. She taped an orange X across the doorway to the parlor, then another across the kitchen entrance, then one at the foot of the stairs. The final strip went on the hallway floor two steps before the closed door to her grandmother’s sewing room.

Callum watched each one without asking a single question.

His quiet made the room too aware of him.

“The parlor is off-limits because of water and because my grandmother’s piano is under that tarp,” Nia said. “The kitchen is off-limits unless I invite you. Upstairs is off-limits because I said so. Sewing room is off-limits because breathing near it currently irritates me.”

Malcolm bent over the steel posts, shoulders shaking once.

Callum did not look at him. “All clear.”

“Your equipment can go in the front hall. Your laptop can go on the folding table by the door, not the butcher-block table. The bathroom near the back studio works if you jiggle the handle twice after flushing. If it runs, you fix it because I am not adding toilet grief to this day.”

“Fair.”

Nia stared at him.

He corrected himself. “Noted.”

“That one costs less.”

Malcolm finally laughed outright. It loosened something in the hall for half a second, then the house gave a soft tick from the east side and took it back.

Work did what emotion could not. It made everyone move.

Malcolm hauled the first steel post to the porch corner while Callum measured the gap between the skirt board and the brick pier. Nia recorded every reading in her notebook and photographed every stage before materials covered damage. The storm had left mud in the porch joints and fine grass tangled under the lattice. The air smelled like wet brick and cut wood, with a sour note from the crawlspace where water had found old darkness and stirred it.

Callum worked differently than she remembered.

Not slower. Not exactly. More careful with space. He announced what he was doing before he did it, even when the action was obvious. Checking lower joint. Measuring rotation. Photographing west comparison pier. Passing behind you on your left.

The first three times, Nia wanted to snap that she was not fragile.

The fourth time, she realized he was not treating her like glass. He was leaving no room for surprise.

That was worse in a private way, because it meant he had learned something after leaving her, and some small, foolish part of her wished she had been there to see the learning happen. She shut that thought down by writing EAST PIER  TEMP SHORING START 8:04 A.M. in block letters so hard the pen dented the page.

Amina arrived at 8:22 with two coffees, a bag of biscuits from Marisol’s, and the guilty look of a twenty-two-year-old who believed every leak in the building was a personal failure.

“I know you said wait for your text,” Amina said from the walkway, not stepping onto the porch because Nia had trained her well, “but Marisol said you’d forget food, and also Tessa called me, and she used the voice.”

Nia took the bag. “Which voice?”

“The one where she says she is calm while planning transportation.”

Malcolm snorted from under the porch.

Nia opened the bag and found four foil-wrapped biscuits, two packets of pepper jelly, and a folded napkin with Marisol’s handwriting on it.

Eat or I tell your mother.

Nia closed the bag.

Amina’s gaze slid to Callum. Curiosity, caution, a little recognition from old town stories she had probably heard in pieces. “Hi.”

Callum stepped back from the porch corner before answering, as if even greeting Nia’s apprentice required clearance. “Callum.”

“I know,” Amina said, then immediately looked horrified at herself. “I mean, I don’t know. I know of  sorry. That sounded weird.”

“It’s all right,” he said.

“It wasn’t, but okay.”

Malcolm laughed under the porch hard enough to knock something.

Nia gave Amina one coffee and kept the other. “You are not on-site today.”

“But ”

“No active work until the east corner is stabilized and documented. You can take photos from the sidewalk, pick up moisture bags from the hardware store, and tell Tessa that if she drives here in house shoes, I am locking the porch.”

Amina’s face fell at being sent away, then recovered because she had a gift for turning disappointment into tasks. “How many moisture bags?”

“Six. No, eight. And contractor trash bags. The thick ones, not the sad ones.”

“Got it.” Amina glanced at Callum again, less curious now and more protective in that blunt young way. “Are we okay with him?”

Nia felt Callum go still without moving.

The question should have been embarrassing. It was, a little. It was also the kind of loyalty that made Nia’s throat feel too full for the wrong second.

“We are okay with the work being done correctly,” Nia said. “That is the answer for now.”

Amina nodded as if this were a complete policy. “Okay. I can repeat that.”

“Please do not repeat anything with drama.”

“I only add drama when people leave gaps.”

Nia pointed toward the street. “Hardware store.”

Amina left, stepping around puddles, already typing with both thumbs. The girl had nearly dropped a circular saw her first week because a bee flew too close to her ear, and now she








































































































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
A BWWM Second-Chance Contemporary Romanc
of Protective Love and Emotional Healing

S D BARAIYA





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





