Chapter 10

"Same thing if you're rich enough."

This time his mouth definitely moved. "Still alive, I see."

The room tour itself felt like being politely walked into a trap I could not legally object to. Cal dropped his duffel downstairs, still calling him Captain in a tone halfway between respect and surveillance. Evan showed me upstairs with efficient distance, never touching me, never crowding me—and somehow making me more aware of him with every measured step.

At the landing, I turned too quickly and nearly walked into him.

He stopped close enough that I caught the clean scent of soap and coffee on him. Not cologne. Just him. His hand lifted, not to touch me, just an instinctive brace near my elbow in case I lost my footing.

He didn't overstep.

That was the problem. If he'd been smug, I could have hated him cleanly. Instead he opened the guest room door and stood back.

"Fresh linens," he said. "Closet's empty. There are new toiletries in the bathroom in case you had to leave things behind."

I looked at him sharply. "You stock emergency skincare for all your tenants?"

A pause. Controlled enough to count as an answer.

"It was convenient," he said.

Liar.

Not a malicious one. Somehow that made it worse.

The room was beautiful in a restrained, almost unfair way. Soft cream walls. A large bed dressed in white. A reading chair by the window. Everything immaculate. Not hotel-sterile. Lived-in by someone who believed objects should have a place and remain in it.

Across the hall, his door stood half open for a second before he reached back and nudged it shut.

My heart did something juvenile and deeply unhelpful.

Later, after bags were dropped and the first round of practical logistics was settled, Cal found me in the guest room standing in front of the open closet like it had personally offended me.

"You look weird," he said.

"I am weird. I'm living in a model home with my brother and my ex."

"Former ex-boyfriend," he muttered again.

I narrowed my eyes. "Do you have a death wish?"

He leaned on the doorframe. "Relax. It's temporary. Captain's got rules, you've got a lock, I've got ears."

"That is the least reassuring sentence anyone has ever spoken to me."

He rubbed the back of his neck, suddenly more serious beneath the teasing. "Peach." 

I looked at him.

"Lock your door tonight," he said.

There was a joke buried under it somewhere, but only half of one.

Heat climbed my throat so fast I wanted to throw a pillow at him. "Oh my God."

"I'm just saying. Boundaries are free. Use them."

"Get out."

He grinned, because making me suffer was one of his minor hobbies, and pushed off the frame. "Dinner in an hour if you haven't dissolved into expensive bedding by then."

When he left, the room went very quiet.

I unpacked in pieces, setting my life into borrowed order. Toothbrush in the cup by the sink. Hair clip on the tray. Perfume on the dresser. Charger by the bed. Little feminine proofs that I existed here now, however temporarily. Each item made it worse somehow.

This was not a hotel. It was not neutral ground. It was Evan's house.

His kitchen downstairs, probably arranged with military precision. His towels. His coffee. His dog shedding white fur into corners no doubt cleaned before the fur landed. His footsteps, if he crossed the hall at night. His door. His room.

Across from mine.

I sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the closed bedroom door.

There was a hallway between us. A very civilized amount of architecture. A whole stretch of polished floorboards and contained air and sensible boundaries.

It still felt intimate in a way I did not know how to defend against.

Mochi scratched once at my door near midnight, a soft impatient scrape that made me look up from the book I hadn't actually been reading.

At the exact same moment, across the hall, I heard Evan's door open.

I went still.

I had gone to bed telling myself there was a hallway between us, as if that counted as safety.

By eight in the morning I knew two things about Evan Hayes: he ironed his shirts properly, and he still remembered what season made me miserable.

I figured out the first one because I walked into the kitchen half-awake, in borrowed sleep shorts and one of Cal's old academy T-shirts, and found Evan at the counter in a white dress shirt so crisp it looked pressed by an offended ghost. The sleeves were rolled once, exactly even. His tie hung over the back of a chair. The kitchen itself looked like a magazine spread designed to shame ordinary people.

Every surface gleamed. The black stone counters were clear except for a coffee mug, a cutting board, and a glass jar of dog treats lined up with military precision. The sink was empty. Not mostly empty. Empty enough to perform surgery in.

Mochi sat in the middle of the floor like a fluffy cloud with opinions, watching Evan slice fruit into neat, identical pieces.

I stopped in the doorway.

Evan glanced up once. "Morning, Tessa."

His voice was flat, calm, as if we had not once spent two years sharing toothpaste and Sunday groceries.

"Do you disinfect the air, too?" I asked.

His gaze dropped to the counter, then back to me. "Only when Cal's awake."

From somewhere down the hall, my brother shouted, "I heard that, Captain. This is a hostile lease."

I would have laughed if I wasn't still too busy taking in the scene. The coffee had already been made. Mochi's water bowl was full. A folded dish towel sat beside the sink with corners aligned. Even the dog somehow looked well managed, though his tail began sweeping the floor the second he noticed me.

He bounded over and planted his front paws lightly against my thighs, grinning in pure Samoyed.

"Traitor," I told him, scratching behind his ears.

"He got his walk at six-thirty," Evan said.

Of course he did. "Naturally."
Chapter 12

My fingers curled against my palm. There it was. Not just that he remembered I had rhinitis. He remembered the angle.

"You don't have to do this," I said.

"I know."

That should have made it easier. It didn't.

He rose in one smooth motion, and suddenly he was too close, only a foot between us, his tie still missing, his shirt sleeves exposing forearms I remembered too well. I hated that my body recognized him before my brain finished protesting.

His gaze skimmed my face, not lingering anywhere indecent, which somehow felt more intimate. My irritated nose. My tired eyes. The little things worth caring for only if you cared at all.

"You should unpack the saline spray first," he said. "And don't use that heavily scented lotion you keep in your bag. It makes it worse when your sinuses are already irritated."

I stared at him.

"What?"

"You remember my lotion?"

One shoulder lifted. "You used to buy the same one every fall. Then complain about it while putting it on anyway."

Heat flooded my face so fast it almost made me angry. "This is deeply invasive for eight-thirty in the morning."

His mouth twitched. "It's moisturizer, Tessa. Not state secrets."

I should have thrown him out. Or at least rolled my eyes and made some cutting remark sharp enough to restore distance.

Instead I heard myself ask, too quietly, "Why do you still know all this?"

The room went still except for the soft whisper of the humidifier.

He looked at me for a long second, and for once there was no sarcasm anywhere in his face.

When he answered, his voice was even. "Because I don't forget things that matter."

That landed low and hard.

I stepped back first. Of course I did. "You're being very dramatic about airborne moisture."

"And you're being stubborn about basic respiratory care."

"I can breathe."

He looked at my nose. "Debatable."

It pulled an offended laugh out of me before I could stop it. Dangerous. Soft. Too close to old.

His expression changed at the sound, not much, but enough that I felt it like a hand at my spine.

I saved myself the only way I knew how. "Congratulations. You've successfully established a dictatorship of humidity."

"You'll survive it." He moved past me to the door, then paused. "Try to keep the room closed for a while. It'll help."

No speech. No pointed look. Just the practical instruction, as if he had not quietly wrecked my composure in under ten minutes.

After he left, I sat on the edge of the bed and breathed in damp, clean air that smelled faintly of cotton and old mistakes.

The humiliating thing was that it helped.

By late afternoon, the villa had settled into a rhythm that made me uneasy because of how quickly it began to feel normal. Cal took two work calls and spread papers across the dining table like a man staging an administrative protest. Evan disappeared for part of the day, came back, changed, fed Mochi at exactly six, and wiped one invisible streak off the counter with a cloth before I could decide whether I had imagined his standards.

I was putting mugs into the dishwasher when Cal leaned against the doorway and folded his arms.

That posture never meant anything good.

"So," he said.

"No."

"I haven't asked the question yet."

"I know your opening tone."

He grinned. "Peach, I am wounded by your low opinion of my subtlety."

"You don't have subtlety. You have concern in steel-toe boots."

"Correct." His grin faded a little. "You okay?"

The easy answer was yes. The honest one was complicated enough to require a diagram.

I shut the dishwasher and faced him. "I'm fine."

Cal's expression said he wasn't buying discounted lies today. "Captain setting up your little asthma spa—"

"It's not asthma."

"Your sinus bunker, whatever. That was..."

"Practical."

"Mm-hm." He rocked back on his heels. "And you looked like somebody had hit you in the sternum with a memory."

I crossed my arms. "You're very poetic when you're being annoying."

"Occupational gift." He sobered. "I'm serious, Tess. This living arrangement is temporary. Don't let temporary turn into confusing just because he's good at taking care of things."

The words irritated me because they were close enough to my own thoughts to sting.

"I know that," I said.

"Do you? Because from where I'm standing, Captain's over here running a five-star heartbreak rehabilitation center, and you're one humidifier away from pretending this is normal."

I barked out a laugh despite myself. "That is not what this is."

"Good. Keep it that way until you know what the hell you're doing." He softened, just a fraction. "I like him, okay? More than is professionally convenient. But I remember what you looked like after. So maybe keep your boundaries where I can see them. For my blood pressure."

I looked away, toward the living room where evening light turned the windows amber. Mochi was sprawled on the rug like a spoiled polar bear.

"I'm not trying to slide backward," I said.

Cal's voice gentled. "I know. I'm saying be careful, because old feelings are sneaky and this house is basically a weaponized memory palace."

That was unfairly accurate.

I exhaled. "You say the most invasive things in the dumbest possible way."

"Big brother privilege." He nudged my shoulder with his fist. "And lock your door if your judgment starts looking decorative."
Chapter 18

Cal was at the kitchen island when we came in, looking half-dead from work and fully interested in the grocery bags.

"Tell me there's food," he said.

"There's always food when Tessa's stressed," Evan said.

I set a bag down harder than necessary. "How nice that my coping mechanisms are now a household policy."

Cal peered into one of the bags. "Oh, damn. You got the good mushrooms." Then he held up the durian container and recoiled. "And a chemical weapon. Balanced shopping."

"You don't have to eat it," I said.

"I don't have to breathe near it either, yet here we are."

Evan took the container from him before Cal could keep complaining and set it farther down the counter. The movement was efficient, but there was an odd proprietary care to it, as if he were protecting something of mine from ridicule.

Which was ridiculous. It was fruit, not my dignity.

Then again, lately those categories kept overlapping.

Cooking should have been normal. Chopping vegetables, rinsing rice, setting a pan on heat. Instead it turned into another low-grade assault on my composure.

I peeled garlic at the counter while Evan stood close enough at the stove for me to feel his body heat every time I stepped sideways. He tasted the sauce with a spoon, frowned, and held it out to me.

"Try it."

"You're perfectly capable of tasting your own food."

"And yet I'm asking you."

Cal, already raiding the fridge for beer, looked between us. "Do I need to leave, or should I charge admission?"

"You should wash the bok choy," I said.

"Cruel." He took the vegetables anyway.

I accepted the spoon from Evan because not accepting it would have felt more dramatic than accepting it. The metal was still warm. So was the place his fingers had just been.

I tasted the sauce. Soy, butter, a little sweetness, black pepper. Rich and balanced.

"Needs less chili," I said automatically.

Evan's mouth tipped. "There is no chili."

"Exactly. Good work."

Cal barked a laugh. "Captain, she really does bully you in your own house."

"She always did," Evan said.

Always.

I put the spoon down too quickly. Evan reached at the same time, our fingers brushing again, and this time neither of us moved immediately.

The kitchen seemed to shrink.

It wasn't anything obvious. Just his hand near mine. His gaze dropping once to my mouth before returning to my eyes. The sound of running water where Cal was washing vegetables, loud enough to make our silence feel hidden.

Then Cal ruined it exactly the way brothers have done since the beginning of time.

"If you two are done communicating through condiments," he said, "can I eat before I pass out?"

I jerked my hand back. "You are the least romantic creature alive."

"Thank you," he said.

We plated dinner together. Evan handed me bowls without asking. I passed him sliced scallions. He moved around me like he'd learned my rhythm once and never unlearned it. When I reached for the rice paddle, it was already in my hand because he'd anticipated it and placed it there without either of us speaking.

It was unbearable.

Worse, Cal noticed.

He sat down first and pointed his chopsticks vaguely between us. "This is unsettling."

"What is?" I asked.

"The weird telepathy. You didn't even discuss who was doing what."

"It's called basic kitchen competence," I said.

"No, basic kitchen competence is asking where the bowls are. Hayes here just handed you the small plates before you turned around. That's horror-movie-level familiarity."

Evan sat across from me, expression neutral. "Eat your dinner, Cal."

"I am. I'm just saying, if you start finishing each other's sentences, I'm moving back to the flooded condo out of self-preservation."

I took a bite to avoid answering.

The food was good. Infuriatingly good. Savory and warm, exactly the kind of meal that made a house feel lived in. Every domestic sound landed too softly—the clink of chopsticks against bowls, Cal's occasional muttering, the hum of the fridge, Evan asking if I wanted more rice before I'd looked up.

"No, thanks," I said.

He set the serving spoon down. "You'll want some later."

"Excuse me?"

"You always think you're full too early."

Cal looked delighted. "Oh, this is excellent. Keep going. Tell me my sister's entire operating manual."

"Cal," I said warningly.

But the damage was done. Because I did want more later. I knew I would. And so did Evan.

After dinner he set one of the boxes of coconut-filled chocolate near my elbow with such casual precision that I could have screamed.

I didn't open it.

I thought about opening it every thirty seconds.

Then my phone lit up on the table with Mom calling.

Cal glanced at the screen and rose so quickly it was almost strategic. "And that's my cue. I'll be upstairs pretending not to hear family operations."

"Coward," I muttered.

"Survivor," he corrected, and vanished.

I accepted the video call and instantly got a two-for-one attack: Mom in her living room and Aunt Sharon leaning into frame from what looked like her dining table, both of them wearing the bright, purposeful expressions women get when they have decided to improve your life whether you consent or not.

"There she is," Mom said. "Tessa, have you thought about what you're wearing on Saturday?"

I froze. Evan was still in the kitchen, rinsing plates at the sink with his back half-turned toward me. Close enough to hear if voices rose. Far enough that pretending not to notice him would be pathetic.
Chapter 20

I stood in my room at Evan's villa at Blackstone Grove while my mother circled me with the solemn concentration of a stylist preparing someone for a magazine cover instead of a coffee date arranged by an overenthusiastic aunt.

"Turn around," Mom said.

"I've already turned around three times. If I spin any more, you'll summon something."

She ignored that. Mothers were immune to sarcasm when there was a hemline involved. She stepped in, smoothed imaginary wrinkles over my waist, then adjusted the strap of the dress by half an inch.

The blind-date outfit, according to her, struck the exact balance between effortless and impressive. According to me, it struck the exact balance between pretty and fatal. It was a soft dark green dress with a fitted waist and a skirt that moved when I walked, paired with low heels I could survive for two hours and earrings Mom had produced from her purse as if she'd been waiting her whole life for this tactical opportunity.

"Leave your hair down," she said. "Not too perfect. Men like it when it looks natural."

"That sentence alone makes me want to cancel."

"Tessa."

I looked at myself in the mirror instead of at her. Put-together, yes. A little polished, yes. Also unmistakably trying. That was the embarrassing part. Clothes were armor, and tonight I was wearing enough armor to admit I needed it.

Mom softened, as if she could hear the thought anyway. "He's supposed to be very nice. Sharon said he's accomplished, steady, and from a good family."

"That sounds less like a date and more like a condo listing."

She laughed despite herself. "Just go and have a pleasant evening. You don't have to marry him."

No, I thought. I just had to let myself be seen going.

That awareness had been following me for the past forty minutes, sharp and humiliating. Evan was home. I knew he was home because I had heard his footsteps downstairs half an hour ago, measured and unhurried, and because every nerve in my body had apparently become capable of tracking him through walls like some deeply pathetic wildlife instinct.

Mom stepped back with satisfaction. "There. Beautiful."

I made a face. "Don't say it like that."

"Like what? Like you're my daughter and stunning?"

"Like this means something."

Her expression gentled in a way that made me instantly want to leave the room. "Maybe it means you're willing to try. That's enough."

I picked up my bag before she could say anything kinder. Kindness from family was more dangerous than pressure. Pressure I could resist. Kindness made me feel twelve.

When I opened my bedroom door, the hallway was too quiet.

Of course it was.

My room sat directly across from Evan's. The architecture of this house had started to feel personally vindictive. Warm light spilled from the wall sconces, gilding the polished wood floor, the framed abstract paintings, the impossible calm of a place too expensive to ever look lived in unless somebody laughed in it or left a mug in the wrong room.

I got three steps before Evan emerged from his room.

He had changed out of his work clothes. Dark sweater. Black pants. Barely damp hair, like he'd showered recently. He stopped when he saw me.

Not dramatically. Evan would never do anything dramatically if control could possibly be substituted.

He just stopped.

And looked.

His gaze moved once, clean and quiet and absolutely not innocent, from my face to my shoulders, lower to the line of the dress at my waist, then to my shoes.

It should not have mattered that he noticed details.

It mattered so much I nearly forgot how stairs worked.

Mom, traitor that she was, appeared behind me and beamed. "Perfect timing. Tessa's just heading out."

I considered faking my own death.

Evan's eyes came back to mine. His face was unreadable in that practiced way of his, but there was a tiny pause before he said, "I can see that."

Three ordinary words. Not one of them ordinary in his mouth.

Mom smiled at him too brightly. "Doesn't she look lovely?"

There was one full second of silence.

Then Evan said, "Yeah." His voice was low, even, almost rough around the edges. "She does."

I hated the way my pulse stumbled.

Mom, apparently satisfied that she had inflicted enough social damage for one evening, patted my arm. "Don't be late. And text me when you get there."

"I am not seventeen."

"And sit up straight."

"Mom."

She waved me off and retreated down the hall before I could die from the combined weight of her enthusiasm and Evan's attention.

That left just the two of us in the corridor.

Dangerous architecture, dangerous silence.

I adjusted the strap of my bag, mostly to give my hands something to do. "You don't have to stand there like a customs officer."

"I'm standing in my own house."

"Right. Naturally. Very coincidental location."

One corner of his mouth shifted, not enough to count as a smile. "Where else should I be?"

Anywhere that would make breathing easier.

"You could try not looking like that," I said.

His brows lifted faintly. "Like what?"

I should have dropped it. Instead I said, "Like you've personally inspected the dress."

His eyes flicked down once more, deliberate this time, then back up. "If I had personally inspected it, I'd have more to say."

Heat rushed straight through me, quick and humiliating. "You are being inappropriate."

"Am I?"

He wasn't moving. I wasn't moving either. There were at least eight feet between us and somehow it felt smaller than a breath.

I forced my spine straight. "It's just coffee."

"I didn't ask."

"You didn't have to." My voice came out drier than I felt. "Your face is doing a lot of work."
Chapter 37

"Do I want you here?" he asked, voice low. "In my room, in my bed, where I don't have to pretend hearing your door open doesn't wreck my concentration? Yeah." A brief humorless smile touched his mouth. "I'm not going to lie about that."

Every nerve ending I possessed lit up.

Then he shook his head once. "But not like this. Not because your housing situation cornered you into crossing a line you care about. Not because I wanted it badly enough to let convenience do the work for me."

I stared at him.

He held my gaze and finished, "If I'm with you, Peach, I want to be a man you can trust in daylight too."

The room went very still.

I did not know respect could feel this intimate. I did not know it could make my throat tighten harder than desire.

He glanced toward the back patio doors. "Come outside with me."

"Why?"

"Because if I kiss you again right now, your brother's lecture will become prophecy."

Despite everything, I laughed.

He took my hand and led me out to the covered terrace.

The morning air was cool, carrying the faint wet-green smell of the garden after overnight sprinklers. A ceramic ashtray sat on the small table by the outdoor chairs.

I noticed it because Evan noticed me noticing it.

He let go of my hand, picked up the ashtray, and turned it over. Empty.

"I threw the pack out last night," he said.

I looked up. "You actually did it."

"Mm."

"Just like that?"

"No." He set the ashtray down again. "Not just like that. More like after standing here for ten minutes feeling homicidal about a cigarette I no longer had."

That was so honestly him I huffed out a laugh.

He leaned one hip against the table, facing me. "I've quit before for a week here and there. Work gets bad, I start again. This time I'm done making it temporary."

"Because of the injury?"

"Partly." His expression shifted. Grew more serious. "Mostly because I've spent enough years acting like the version of me that survives pressure is the only version available. It isn't."

I folded my arms against the little gust of cool air. "That sounds suspiciously like emotional growth."

"Don't insult me."

I smiled.

He didn't. Not quite. "You said yes to me last night. I heard what that meant. You weren't asking for nostalgia. You were asking whether we could do this again and make it hold."

My smile faded.

He went on, calm and deliberate. "I can't promise perfection. I can promise effort you can verify. Actual change. Not speeches when things are good and old habits when they get difficult."

The words landed carefully, one after another, like he had thought them through alone before ever bringing them to me.

His gaze flicked to the ashtray. "Smoking is one of those habits. There are others." Back to me. "Control. Silence. Making decisions in my head and calling it
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