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Chapter 1
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The living room smelled like pine and wax and the faintest hint of cinnamon. Outside, snow had been falling in that slow, hushed way all morning, covering the driveway in soft white and turning the bare trees into lace. Inside, the house was warm, almost overly so, filled with the sounds of faint instrumental jazz and the occasional creak of old floorboards adjusting to the heat.

Ellie moved through the space like someone setting a stage. She straightened the garland over the fireplace mantle, fluffed the corner pillows on the couch, adjusted the small bowl of sugared cranberries on the coffee table even though no one would eat them. The tree lights were on, flickering gently in and out, and she’d spent far too long the night before adjusting them so they’d feel casually elegant, not forced. The room was beautiful. Clean. Ready. Maybe a little too ready.

Her son, Jamie, was coming home today for winter break. He had texted earlier in the week asking, a little sheepishly, if he could bring his roommate along. "His family’s doing some messy separation thing and he doesn’t really have anywhere to go for the holidays," Jamie had written. "He’s cool. You’ll like him." Ellie had typed out Sure, of course, and then sat for a while staring at the message, not entirely sure why her heart had fluttered at the idea. Maybe it was just the thought of company. Of someone new. Of a voice in the house that wasn’t Daniel’s.

She ran her fingers across the back of the leather armchair, then paused and looked around. Everything looked right. Comfortable. Lived-in, but curated. She glanced toward the hallway, where the guest room sat just off the main corridor. She had already made the bed with the nice flannel sheets, the ones with the subtle windowpane pattern. A clean towel was folded on the corner, and she’d even gone so far as to light a small candle earlier in the day, letting the scent of cedar and bergamot soak quietly into the air.

She wasn’t sure why she was putting this much thought into it. She’d told herself it was because the house had felt so empty lately, and it was good to have people around again. But part of her deep down, unspoken, knew it wasn’t just that. It was something quieter. Something she wouldn’t name.

Daniel had been mostly quiet that morning, muttering a few things about errands before heading out. He’d come back with groceries, said nothing about the decorations, and had retreated into his office as soon as the bags were put away. Ellie didn’t expect much more than that. She had stopped expecting much a long time ago. Their marriage functioned now mostly in silences and shared schedules. They spoke when necessary. Slept on opposite sides of the bed like strangers trying not to disturb each other in the night.

Ellie walked into the entryway, glancing at the mirror hung near the door. She paused and adjusted the collar of her sweater. It was soft and slightly fitted, one of the ones she used to wear when she still went into client homes for work. She considered putting her hair up, then left it down, letting it fall just past her shoulders. A moment later, she brushed a bit of lint from her jeans, then laughed at herself under her breath.

“They’re twenty-one,” she said quietly, rolling her eyes. “You’re being ridiculous.”

Still, she checked the mirror one more time.

Outside, tires crunched in the snow. A car door slammed. Her heart gave a small, unexpected leap.

They were here.

The tires crunched over the snow-packed driveway just as Ellie was wiping her hands on a dishtowel. She walked to the front window and watched Jamie climb out of the passenger seat, his arms already full of bags. He moved with that familiar mix of carelessness and momentum that always made her heart twist. He was still her boy, but older now, broader through the shoulders, sharper at the jaw. He called something out to the driver’s side before laughing and turning toward the house. His breath puffed white in the cold.

By the time she opened the front door, Jamie was already bounding up the porch steps with a grin stretched across his face. He pulled her into a hug without hesitation, wrapping one arm around her shoulders while keeping his bags balanced against his side.

“Hi, Mom,” he said, his voice warm and muffled against her neck. “It smells like Christmas in here.”

She held him for a moment, breathing in the scent of cold air and soap and something unfamiliar. He pulled back with a lopsided grin.

“You cut your hair,” she said, brushing her fingers lightly over the shorter curls at the back of his head.

“Yeah, it was getting out of control.” He shifted his weight and looked over his shoulder. “Hey, you remember I said I was bringing my roommate?”

Ellie nodded, though her eyes were already moving toward the second figure stepping up onto the porch. Nico stood just behind Jamie, tall and relaxed, with a soft wool coat unbuttoned over a black sweater. His hair curled gently over his forehead, still damp at the edges from melting snow. He wasn’t smiling exactly, but there was a quiet warmth in his face, the kind that came from confidence rather than charm. He carried only one duffel bag and wore an expression that was curious but calm.

“This is Nico,” Jamie said as he stepped aside. “Nico Alvarez. The guy who kept me from failing Lit Analysis.”

Nico offered his hand as he crossed the threshold. His palm was warm and dry and his grip was firm, not eager. When he spoke, his voice was low and even, with just a trace of something else behind it. Maybe a sense of humor he hadn’t decided whether to share yet.

“Hi, Mrs. Hargrove. Thank you for letting me stay.”

“Ellie,” she corrected. “Please. Only Jamie calls me that anymore.”

He nodded, eyes resting on hers for a moment longer than felt casual. There was nothing inappropriate in his expression, but something in the way he repeated her name, Ellie, like he was trying it out made her stomach tighten unexpectedly.

Jamie had already dropped his bags in the hallway and was heading toward the kitchen, calling over his shoulder about how good the house smelled, how the whole place looked like something out of a holiday movie. Nico followed Ellie a few steps behind as she gestured for him to come in. The house was warm, with low lighting and the soft glow of the Christmas tree reflecting in the windows. Nico glanced around without hurrying. His gaze moved over the garland she had hung across the staircase, the bowl of sugared cranberries on the table, the soft plaid throw folded neatly on the back of the couch. He took it all in as if it mattered.

“You really went all out,” he said. “It’s beautiful in here. Looks like something in a magazine.”

She felt her skin heat at the compliment, unsure why it landed harder than it should have. She gave a modest smile and turned slightly, brushing her hand over her hip in a way that felt oddly like smoothing herself down.

“Thank you. I guess I get a little carried away in December. It’s the one time of year Daniel doesn’t argue about decorations in every room.”

Nico didn’t respond to that, but he didn’t look away either. There was a brief pause between them, not awkward but charged in some small way. She broke it by motioning toward the hallway.

“Let me show you your room,” she said.

He followed her without a word, his footsteps quiet against the hardwood. She was aware of him behind her in a way that made her spine feel too straight. Jamie’s voice echoed from the kitchen, something about frozen pizza and leftover cider, but Ellie barely registered it.

The guest room sat at the end of the hall, simple and soft with warm lighting and neutral colors. She stepped inside first and turned on the small bedside lamp. The room glowed with a gentle amber hue that made the space feel smaller, safer.

“It’s not much,” she said, brushing a hand over the folded blanket at the foot of the bed, “but it’s warm and quiet. There are extra towels in the closet and some toiletries in the basket if you forgot anything.”

Nico stepped just inside the doorway and looked around slowly. He didn’t seem like he was just scanning the room. He was actually seeing it. She watched him notice the framed black and white photo of a pine forest she had hung above the dresser, the faint flicker of a candle she had blown out hours ago, the clean order of things.

“No,” he said after a moment, “this is really... it feels like someone wanted me here.”

Ellie was not prepared for that. Not just the words, but the way he said them. Gentle, like he meant it. Like he noticed something she hadn’t realized she’d shown.

She gave him a small smile, but there was a flutter in her chest that hadn’t been there before.

“Well,” she said softly, “I’m glad.”

She lingered for a moment longer than necessary, then stepped back out into the hallway before that pause between them stretched again. As she walked toward the kitchen, she heard Jamie teasing Nico from the other room, their voices rising in mock argument. She moved past Daniel’s office, where the door was still closed, and went straight for the wine bottle on the counter. Her fingers wrapped around the stem of the glass she had left drying near the sink. She poured a modest amount, careful not to spill.

Her hand was trembling. She told herself it was nothing. Probably just the cold.

By the time they sat down for dinner, the sky had dropped into its early winter darkness. The windows had turned reflective, casting back the soft golden light from the dining room and hiding the world beyond. Snow kept falling outside, heavy and slow, muting the streets and rooftops. Inside, the table was set with care. Ellie had laid out cloth napkins, lit two slender candles, and placed a shallow bowl of pinecones and rosemary as a centerpiece. It wasn’t elaborate, just thoughtful. The kind of arrangement that made a room feel warmer than it was.

Jamie filled his plate with the same enthusiasm he always had. His voice was already bouncing from story to story as he spoke between bites of chicken and mashed potatoes, telling tales from campus about fire alarms, strange professors, and dorm room disasters. Ellie listened with the kind of smile that came easily when he was like this, vivid, animated, hungry in every sense.

Across the table, Nico moved more quietly. He listened more than he spoke, watching Jamie with the relaxed attention of someone used to his energy. When he did speak, it was in a calm, measured way. His words always landed exactly where he wanted them to, and Ellie noticed how he didn’t fill silences just to avoid them. He was polite and still somehow at ease, even in a house full of strangers. When she passed him the bowl of roasted carrots, he met her eyes and said, “Thank you, Ellie,” like he meant it, like the name belonged to her and not just the role she played in the room.

Daniel sat at the head of the table, eating quickly and keeping one hand under the table where he held his phone out of sight, though not really out of sight. Every so often he gave a distracted nod or offered a small sound of agreement, but he wasn’t really with them. Ellie felt the absence of his attention more clearly than if he hadn’t been there at all.

Jamie turned to her mid-meal and said, “I told Nico you used to do interior design. But I probably undersold it. You should’ve seen her when I was a kid. Every holiday, every room had a theme. It was insane. Good insane.”

Ellie gave a small laugh and shook her head. “That was a long time ago.”

“She still does it,” Jamie said. “Look at this place.”

Nico looked around slowly, not like someone making a show of it but like he was genuinely seeing it for the first time. He glanced at the table, at the garland on the windowsill, the lights strung around the banister, the soft throw over the back of the couch. Then he looked back at her and said, “It’s thoughtful. The way it’s put together. It feels like someone cared about how it would feel to be here.”

His voice was quiet, and there was nothing in his expression that suggested he meant anything other than what he said, but Ellie felt something catch in her chest all the same. She couldn’t remember the last time someone had noticed that part of her, the part that still wanted things to feel beautiful. She didn’t know what to say to that, so she just smiled, small and unsure, and looked down at her plate.

After dinner, they moved on to dessert. Ellie brought out a plate of ginger cookies she had picked up from the bakery in town and poured coffee while Jamie started up again, talking about one of his professors walking out of a lecture mid-discussion and leaving the class stunned.

“It was over a Virginia Woolf quote,” Jamie said. “I’m serious. Just stood up and left. Nico actually clapped.”

“I didn’t clap,” Nico said, lifting his mug. “I raised my eyebrows in approval. That’s different.”

“You did your little eyebrow smirk thing,” Jamie said, pointing at him. “That counts.”

Daniel stood up without comment and mumbled something about checking an email. He disappeared down the hall and closed the door to his office. A moment later, Jamie pushed away from the table and said, “I’m gonna set up a movie. Nico, you picking something, or am I?”

“I’ll be right there,” Nico said.

Ellie had begun collecting plates and mugs without thinking. Nico rose from his chair and picked up two of the glasses, walking with her into the kitchen.

“You didn’t have to help,” she said, turning on the water.

“I know,” he said. “I wanted to.”

His voice came from just behind her, quiet and close. She rinsed a plate, focusing on the heat of the water and the feel of ceramic in her hands. He was beside her, not crowding her, not hovering, just there. His presence filled the room without asking anything from it. She could feel him watching her. Not with curiosity or expectation, but with attention. Like he was seeing something carefully.

She finished rinsing another plate and set it gently in the drying rack. The silence between them was calm but not empty. She didn’t turn to look at him until she had wiped her hands dry.

“Guest room’s okay?” she asked.

He nodded, resting a mug on the counter. “More than okay. It feels calm.”

That was all he said, but it lingered in the space between them. He didn’t say thank you. He didn’t overdo it. He just gave her that word, and she felt it settle over her like something warm.

She nodded. “Good.”

Jamie’s voice carried in from the den, calling for him to hurry up. Nico gave her a small smile and walked out of the kitchen.

Ellie stood at the sink a moment longer, both hands resting on the edge of the counter. The faucet dripped once. The candles on the table were burning low. Outside, the snow had begun to pile up in uneven mounds along the sidewalk.

She didn’t turn off the kitchen light right away.

Later that night, after the dishes were done and the sounds of the movie had faded into silence, Ellie found herself walking down the hallway with no real reason. She wasn’t carrying anything, hadn’t thought of an excuse to check in, but her feet carried her all the same. The house had gone quiet in the way it always did after ten, the walls soft with stillness, the air holding the kind of warmth that made her more aware of her own breathing.

The door to the guest room was open a few inches. Light from the bedside lamp spilled into the hallway, faint and golden. She knocked gently against the frame with her knuckles.

Nico looked up from the bed where he was sitting with one leg folded under him, untangling a pair of headphones. He was out of his coat and shoes now, dressed in a fitted long-sleeve shirt and gray sweatpants, his curls slightly messier than earlier. He looked more his age like this, but not in a careless way. Relaxed. Settled.

“Hey,” he said. “Still up?”

Ellie stepped inside, pausing just over the threshold. “Just wanted to make sure you had everything. Sometimes this room gets warm at night. There’s a vent under the window if you need to adjust it.”

“Good to know,” he said. “I haven’t stayed in a house like this in a long time.”

She tilted her head slightly. “Like this?”

“Quiet,” he said. “Put together. You can tell someone cares about it.”

She felt her chest rise slightly with that. She glanced around the room even though she knew it was exactly how she left it. The soft plaid blanket folded at the foot of the bed. The ceramic dish on the nightstand holding a small candle and a travel-sized lotion. The photo over the dresser in its minimalist black frame. Nothing extravagant. Just intentional.

“Well, I’m glad it’s comfortable,” she said, brushing her hand along the side of the doorway. “If you need anything, the bathroom’s right across the hall. Extra towels under the sink.”

Nico nodded and gave a small smile. “You really didn’t have to go to all this trouble. I’ve crashed on a lot of couches. This feels like a retreat.”

Ellie smiled at that, but something about his phrasing lodged in her. She tried not to think too hard about it.

“It’s nothing,” she said. “I like making spaces feel... easy.”

His eyes lingered on her a second longer than the words required. “It shows.”

She hesitated, one hand still resting lightly on the doorframe, then nodded once and stepped backward into the hallway.

“Alright,” she said. “Sleep well, Nico.”

“You too,” he said.

She turned and walked back down the hallway slowly, each footstep soft against the worn floor. In her bedroom, the overhead light was off. Daniel was already in bed, sitting up with his back to the headboard and the pale glow of his tablet screen washing over his face. He didn’t look over when she entered. She changed quietly, folding her sweater over the back of the chair, pulling on a long sleep shirt that fell to her knees.

When she slipped into bed beside him, he didn’t shift. His fingers moved across the screen. She lay on her side, facing the window, her eyes adjusting to the dark.

Down the hall, the guest room light was probably off by now. She tried not to picture it. She stared at the faint outline of the curtain until her eyes burned.

Sleep came slowly, if it came at all.

The room was too warm. Ellie had pushed the covers down to her waist but still couldn’t get comfortable. Daniel lay beside her, breathing evenly, the faint glow of his tablet finally gone. His back was turned now, shoulders hunched slightly inward like he was folding into himself. The room was silent except for the occasional click of the furnace kicking on and the soft hum of heat moving through the vents.

She lay on her back, staring at the ceiling, though she could hardly see it in the dark. Her eyes adjusted to the faintest shapes, the edge of the dresser, the outline of the chair in the corner, the curtain shifting slightly against the windowpane. Her hands rested over her stomach. She wasn’t cold, but she felt something like coldness beneath her skin, something that had nothing to do with temperature. It was a stillness she’d been carrying for so long she forgot it wasn’t normal.

Daniel shifted once in his sleep, a shallow movement that didn’t register as anything. He didn’t touch her. He hadn’t, not meaningfully, in months. Maybe longer than that. They used to say goodnight. That had stopped too.

Ellie turned her head slightly and looked toward the door. Down the hallway, past Jamie’s room, past the bathroom, the guest room sat quiet. She pictured the soft light of the bedside lamp, the plaid blanket folded neatly, the faintest lingering smell of that cedar candle she had snuffed out hours earlier. Nico was in there, asleep or not, surrounded by a space she had shaped.

She didn’t know why she was thinking about that. It wasn’t a thought she could fully catch. It kept slipping from her before she could examine it. But it hovered in her mind, low and constant, like the sound of distant wind.

She closed her eyes. The silence in the room pressed down gently, not heavy, but present. Her breath moved slowly in and out. Beside her, Daniel was still.

She felt very far away from him.

The bedroom, despite its warmth, felt like the coldest room in the house.
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[image: ]


The house was quiet when Ellie woke. No footsteps overhead, no hum from the shower, just the low creak of the wood beneath the shifting weight of heat through the vents. Pale gray light leaked in through the curtains. She lay still for a few minutes, listening. Daniel was already gone. His side of the bed was empty, cold to the touch, the blanket still neatly folded from where he had pushed it off sometime in the night. She hadn’t heard him leave. Or maybe she had, and it hadn’t registered as something worth waking up for.

Downstairs, the kitchen was colder than usual. The tile made her wince, bare feet pulling back for a second before stepping forward. She turned on the coffee maker and stood in the hush of it brewing, her arms wrapped around herself. Outside the window, the snow had stopped falling. The yard looked untouched, smooth as frosting. She tried to think of something she needed to do that day. She came up empty.

As she moved to the cupboard to get a mug, she heard it. Music, soft and steady, coming from the hallway upstairs. A low hum of rhythm, not loud enough to carry any words, just a feeling. It was coming from the guest room. She stood with one hand on the mug, listening. The song changed. A slightly faster beat, still gentle, still warm. She wondered what kind of music Nico listened to when he was alone. Not what he played to fill a room, but what he chose for himself.

The coffee filled the kitchen with its scent. She poured a cup and sat down at the table with both hands around the warmth of the ceramic. She didn’t look at her phone. She didn’t open her laptop. She just sat there, thinking about nothing, thinking about everything. She didn’t hear Jamie come down until he was already behind her, yawning loudly and opening the fridge.

“Morning,” he mumbled, hair a mess and eyes still half-shut.

“Good morning,” Ellie said, smiling softly. “You sleep alright?”

“Like the dead.” He pulled out the orange juice and drank straight from the carton. “Nico’s up already?”

She nodded. “I think so. I heard music coming from his room.”

“He always wakes up early,” Jamie said. “Even when he stays up late. It’s weird.”

Ellie didn’t say anything to that. Jamie wandered out of the kitchen with the juice, still half-asleep, and left her alone again.

A few minutes later, Nico appeared. He was barefoot, carrying a mug she recognized from the guest room, one she had set there with a coaster on the nightstand. His hair was still damp near the back, and his black t-shirt clung slightly to his shoulders like it hadn’t fully dried from the wash. He looked like someone who didn’t need to try to look put together. He just was.

“Morning,” he said, standing near the table.

“Good morning,” she replied, watching him as he poured a second cup from the pot.

He sat across from her, not too close, not far either. They were quiet for a while. She sipped her coffee. He did the same.

“This house has a very specific kind of quiet,” Nico said after a moment.

She tilted her head. “What kind?”

“The kind that feels designed,” he said. “Intentional. Like the silence is part of the structure.”

She looked at him for a beat, caught off guard by how precisely he put it.

“It’s always been that way,” she said. “I think Daniel prefers it.”

Nico looked at her, not directly, but enough that she felt it.

“Do you?”

She paused, her mouth parting slightly as if to answer, but she didn’t. She glanced down at her coffee instead.

“I used to,” she said finally.

Nico didn’t press. He nodded, took another sip, and looked toward the window. The light was getting stronger, but it was still a pale, wintery kind of morning, the kind that never really woke up. Ellie stood, her chair barely making a sound against the tile.

“I should start thinking about dinner,” she said, though it wasn’t even ten.

Nico looked up at her, that calm stillness in his expression.

“Let me know if you need help,” he said.

She gave a small nod and walked out of the kitchen, not looking back.

Her coffee was still half full.

Ellie moved through the house with a kind of aimless focus. She picked up a throw blanket from the back of the couch and folded it again, even though it hadn’t been unfolded. She wiped down the kitchen counter with a cloth that was already clean. She opened the pantry, stared at the rows of soup cans and neatly labeled jars, then closed it again. It wasn’t that she needed something to do. She just couldn’t sit still.

The quiet of the house felt different now. Not heavier, exactly, but charged in some small way. Like the rooms were paying attention.

She made her way upstairs and stood in the hallway, her fingers trailing along the edge of the wall. Jamie was in his room, door closed, the low sound of video game gunfire pulsing faintly through the wood. The bathroom door was ajar and still damp with steam. Ellie walked to the linen closet and opened it, pretending to check on the towels, though she had just refolded them the week before. Her hand hovered over the shelf, then adjusted a stack by half an inch.

The guest room door opened behind her.

She didn’t jump, but her shoulders went still.

Nico stepped out into the hallway, barefoot, holding a book in one hand. His shirt had shifted slightly at the collar, one sleeve pushed up to his elbow. He saw her there at the closet and smiled in a way that didn’t feel self-conscious.

“Do you always alphabetize your towels?” he asked, eyes flicking to the neat stacks.

Ellie let out a quiet laugh and closed the door.

“Only when I’m avoiding things.”

“Fair enough,” he said, leaning lightly against the wall.

She was about to walk away when he gestured toward the framed print hanging in the hallway, a black and white photo of a tree trunk up close, its bark spiraling in rough concentric circles.

“I like that,” he said. “It looks like a fingerprint.”

Ellie turned to look at it. “It’s from a little gallery upstate. Years ago. I think the artist was in her sixties when she took it. She said the tree reminded her of her own hands.”

Nico didn’t say anything right away. Just stood there, watching the photo. Then he looked back at Ellie and said, “It’s a good eye. Choosing that.”

She felt her body warm at the words. Not because they were overtly flattering, but because they felt genuine, placed gently but with intent. It had been a long time since someone had spoken to her in a way that made her feel like her thoughts mattered. Not her role. Not her usefulness. Just her.

She glanced at the book in his hand. “What are you reading?”

He turned it slightly so she could see the cover. A novel she had read a few years ago, something literary and slow and full of language.

“I loved that,” she said. “Though the ending annoyed me.”

He grinned. “Yeah. It felt like the writer got bored of his own metaphor.”

Ellie laughed, more softly this time, and found herself standing closer to him than she’d meant to. Not close enough to touch, but close enough to notice. She took a step back.

“I should start the laundry,” she said, though there was none waiting.

Nico nodded, still smiling. “I’ll let you get back to your alphabetizing.”

She walked away without saying anything else, but she felt the weight of his gaze as she turned the corner. Not heavy. Just there.

In the laundry room, she sat on the edge of the washer and closed her eyes. She wasn’t sure how long she stayed like that. Long enough for the silence to feel less sharp.

The afternoon passed in a blur of small tasks. Ellie made soup she didn’t really need to make, chopped vegetables with more focus than necessary, then left the pot simmering low on the back burner. She brought a basket of folded laundry upstairs, even though no one had asked for it, and left it in the hallway. The house was warm, sun pooling along the floors in wide gold strips, the windows glowing faintly with the light reflecting off snow. Everything looked calm, but she felt strangely outside of it. As if she were walking through her own house as a guest.

She found herself in the living room just before three, sitting on the edge of the couch with a book in her lap, one she had read before and only half-remembered. She wasn’t really following the words. Her eyes kept drifting toward the window, then the hallway, then back to the same paragraph she had read three times.

She didn’t hear Nico approach until he spoke.

“Good choice,” he said.

She looked up, startled for just a second.

He nodded at the book in her lap. “That one’s brutal. In a good way.”

Ellie turned the paperback slightly so the title faced him. “I forgot how much I liked it. The first half, anyway. It kind of lost me after the second time shift.”

He stepped into the room slowly, his hands in the pockets of his jeans. He wasn’t wearing socks. His hair looked damp again, maybe from washing his face. He moved like someone who didn’t feel the need to announce his presence. He just existed where he was.

“I think the structure was part of the point,” he said. “Disorientation. Time looping back on itself.”

Ellie raised an eyebrow. “Did you write your thesis on it?”

He smiled faintly. “No, just liked it more than I expected to.”

He sat across from her in the armchair, folding one leg over the other, the way people did when they were comfortable in their bodies. There was a pause between them, long but not awkward.

“Do you still read a lot?” he asked.

“Not as much as I used to,” she said, running her thumb along the edge of the page. “I used to finish a book every week. Sometimes more.”

“What changed?”

Ellie looked up at him and hesitated. Her mouth opened like she might give a rehearsed answer, something light and neutral. But it didn’t come.

“Life, I guess,” she said. “A house, a kid, a husband, a business. And then somewhere along the way, reading started to feel... indulgent.”

Nico’s eyes stayed on hers. “That’s a shame.”

She looked down again, feeling suddenly exposed in a way that caught her off guard. She hadn’t meant to say that out loud.

“What about you?” she asked, trying to turn the conversation. “What do you read when you’re not writing term papers?”

He leaned back slightly. “Poetry. Short fiction. Sometimes old travel journals. Anything that sounds like it was written for someone else and not for publication.”

Ellie smiled. “That’s very specific.”

“It’s the kind of writing that tells the truth by accident,” he said.

There was a beat of silence.

Ellie closed the book on her lap and set it gently on the coffee table. Her fingers lingered there for a moment. Nico’s gaze moved to her hand, then back to her face.

“You ever miss it?” he asked. “Being around beauty all the time?”

She looked at him. “What do you mean?”

“Design,” he said. “Space. Creating something with your hands that changes the way people move through a room.”

Ellie stared at him for a moment before answering. She hadn’t realized how much of that part of herself had gone quiet.

“Yes,” she said. “I miss it more than I let myself think about.”

There was another pause. The quiet between them had started to feel full, as if the room itself were leaning in.

She stood slowly. “I should check the soup,” she said, even though it didn’t need checking.

He nodded once. “Of course.”

As she stepped past him, he didn’t move. She didn’t touch him. But she felt something shift in the space between them. A kind of stillness that had weight. She walked back into the kitchen with her breath held slightly tighter in her chest than before.

The soup had barely begun to simmer.

The house had gone still again by nightfall. Jamie had eaten dinner quickly, thanked her mid-chew, then retreated upstairs to his room, headphones already around his neck before he even left the kitchen. Daniel was home but invisible, locked behind his office door with barely a greeting, another vague promise to “wrap things up soon.” Ellie had washed the dishes alone, not bothering with music this time. The clink of plates and the low hum of water were enough to fill the silence.

She wandered upstairs without a plan. It was late enough that the lights were low, but not so late that sleep felt necessary. She told herself she was checking the thermostat. The hall always ran a little cool. Maybe the vent was stuck again. Maybe she would check the closet. Maybe she would just pause for a moment.

The door to the guest room was open. She didn’t knock this time. She told herself it was because it wasn’t fully closed.

Nico was sitting cross-legged on the bed with a notebook open beside him and soft music playing from his phone. Something instrumental. Guitar, maybe. A mellow, looping sound that filled the room without drawing attention to itself. The lamp on the nightstand was on again, casting a soft pool of amber light over the sheets.

He looked up when he saw her.

“Hey,” he said. “Everything okay?”

She nodded and leaned slightly against the doorframe.

“Just checking on the heat. It’s always a little unpredictable upstairs.”

He set the notebook down beside him. “It’s comfortable.”

Ellie glanced toward the vent under the window, then back at him.

“What are you working on?” she asked, nodding toward the notebook.

He turned it slightly, letting her see the page. A few short lines were scribbled near the top, then some words crossed out, a half-formed paragraph below.

“Something between a story and a thought,” he said. “I haven’t decided yet.”

She smiled at that, stepping just inside the room, though she didn’t move too far from the door.

“Do you always write by hand?”

“Only when I don’t know what I’m doing,” he said. “The laptop makes it feel too official.”

She looked at the notebook again, then at the way he sat, completely at ease in a room that wasn’t his. The bed looked undisturbed beneath him, sheets still neat, pillow barely creased. She had spent so much time trying to make this room feel like a place someone could rest, and now, standing in it with him, she felt strangely unsettled.

“I don’t think I’ve read anything by hand in years,” she said.

He smiled. “You should try it. It slows everything down.”

Ellie’s eyes drifted to the bookshelf in the corner, a small one she had filled with paperbacks over the years. Nothing remarkable. Just things she thought might help guests feel at home.

“Have you read anything in there?” she asked.

He followed her gaze and nodded. “I borrowed one yesterday. Meant to ask first.”

“It’s a guest room, not a library. You don’t need permission.”

He looked at her again, more directly now. His voice was quieter when he spoke.

“I know, but I wanted to ask anyway.”

She felt that. It was nothing. But it wasn’t.

The room was warm, soft around the edges. The music kept playing in the background, something delicate and slow. She stood there longer than she meant to, her arms at her sides, unsure of what had kept her from leaving.

Nico moved then. Just slightly. He stood up, not abruptly, not to startle, but in the kind of slow, intentional way that made space feel different. He was close now. Not right against her. But closer than he had been.

“I like this room,” he said. “You can tell someone paid attention.”

She didn’t respond. Her breath had changed without her noticing. Shallower. Her hands felt too still.

For a moment, neither of them moved. The space between them was barely a breath wide. There was no sound now except the music and the subtle hum of the vent.

Ellie turned toward the doorway.

“I should let you sleep,” she said, her voice soft and low.

Nico didn’t stop her. He just nodded once.

“Goodnight, Ellie.”

She looked back at him briefly, then walked out.

But she felt his presence behind her all the way down the hall.

She had almost made it to the stairs when she heard him behind her. Not footsteps exactly. Just the sound of movement, a shift in weight on the floor, then the soft creak of the guest room door opening a little wider.

“Ellie.”

She stopped.

When she turned around, he was standing just outside the room now, his notebook still in one hand. The hallway light behind her was dim, barely reaching where he stood, so half of his face was lit by the warm lamp from within the room, the other lost in shadow.

“There’s a thread on your sleeve,” he said quietly.

She glanced down, almost didn’t see it. A fine strand of fabric near her wrist, dangling loose, catching the light.

Before she could reach for it, he stepped closer.

“Can I?” he asked.

She nodded, though she wasn’t sure why she gave him permission. Maybe it was because of the way he asked. Careful. Present.

He reached out slowly, brushing his fingers against the inside of her wrist as he pinched the thread and pulled it away. It wasn’t dramatic. It wasn’t suggestive. But it was a touch. A deliberate, direct contact that stayed longer than it needed to.

His fingers were warm.

He didn’t look up while he did it. He watched what he was doing, like he was afraid of doing it wrong, like it mattered.

When it was gone, he let his hand fall back to his side.

“Thanks,” she said. Her voice didn’t sound like hers. It was quieter, softer, like it had to pass through something first.

He nodded once.

“I should get to bed,” she said.

He stepped back slightly, giving her space again. “Of course.”

She walked the rest of the way down the hall without looking back, but her body was still aware of him, as if her skin remembered the shape of his touch more clearly than her mind wanted it to.

In the bedroom, Daniel was asleep. The light from his tablet still glowed faintly before dimming into darkness. He had fallen asleep with it in his hands. She moved carefully, quietly, peeling the blanket
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