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Chapter 1: The Microphone Left On

	“Hold still, Fox. Your collar’s fighting the shot.”

	Sloan Harding stepped into the frame before Ashley Crane could move, two fingers already at the open throat of Fox Mathews’s chambray shirt. She stood close enough for the small gold disk at her necklace to catch against the second button, close enough that Fox tipped his chin without looking down, like he knew exactly where her hands would go.

	Ashley kept her smile where the cameras expected it.

	The front parlor of the Graydon house smelled like sawdust, limewash, and hot cable insulation. Three crew members crowded behind the monitor near the exposed brick fireplace. A boom hovered above a section of ceiling that still needed plaster repair. On the floor, blue painter’s tape marked where Ashley and Fox were supposed to stand, shoulder to shoulder, close enough for the viewers to believe twelve years of marriage could be measured in soft lighting and matched work boots.

	“Better,” Sloan said, smoothing Fox’s collar flat. “Now we can see your face.”

	Ashley looked at the unfinished wall instead of Sloan’s hand.

	The wall had old heart-pine studs, hand-cut, irregular, probably original to the 1890s addition. Someone before them had covered rot with cheap paneling and paint. From the street, the house had looked graceful. Inside, it had been full of damp wood, bad wiring, and lies dressed up as charm.

	Ashley had loved it immediately.

	That was the problem with her. She saw damage and started calculating repair costs before she asked whether a thing deserved saving.

	“Places,” Trenton Barrett called from behind the monitor. “Let’s get the anniversary beat while we still have the light.”

	Fox shifted beside her. His knuckles brushed the back of her hand. The contact was small, accidental enough to ignore, familiar enough to land under her skin anyway.

	“You good?” he asked under his breath.

	Ashley turned her ring once with her thumb. The diamond caught plaster dust along the prongs. “I know my line.”

	His mouth softened in the way that used to make clients trust him and permit offices approve things faster. “That’s not what I asked.”

	No, it wasn’t. But Fox had become very good at asking questions that sounded intimate while leaving no room for an honest answer.

	Sloan lifted her headset mic. “Ashley, remember, we want warmth here. Less design lecture, more personal memory. The network loves when you two bring the marriage into the renovation.”

	Ashley glanced at the camera lens, then at the stripped window frame where she had spent yesterday morning matching a salvaged sash to the original profile. “The house is the memory.”

	Sloan’s smile stayed bright. “Sure. But viewers don’t cry over sash weights.”

	“They do if the sash weights are the only reason the window still works.”

	One of the crew coughed into his hand. Mikayla Smith, Ashley’s design assistant, ducked her head over the prop table and pretended to rearrange paint samples.

	Fox gave Ashley a quick sideways look. Not warning. Not quite amusement. Something closer to please don’t make this harder than it has to be.

	She had seen that look a lot this season.

	“Let her say it her way,” Fox said.

	Sloan’s eyes moved to him. A half second too long passed before she nodded. “Fine. But give me the hand touch on the memory line.”

	Ashley looked at Fox then.

	He looked away first.

	The camera operator counted them in. The red tally light came on, clean and accusing.

	Fox turned toward Ashley with practiced ease. “Twelve years ago, Ash and I walked through a house not much different from this one. Bad roof, worse plumbing, floors that dipped like a carnival ride.”

	Ashley smiled because that was her job. Because the sponsor wanted usable footage. Because Crane-Mathews Restoration had payroll due next Friday, and their final season contract had penalties sharp enough to cut through every plan she had made for independence.

	“And you told the real estate agent we’d take it before I even checked the foundation,” she said.

	“You were under the porch with a flashlight.”

	“I could hear you.”

	“You always could.” Fox’s gaze rested on her face. He was good at this part. Better than he had any right to be. “That house became our first project. This one feels like coming back to the beginning.”

	Sloan made a small circular motion from behind the monitor. More. Closer.

	Fox reached for Ashley’s hand.

	His palm was warm, callused across the base of his fingers from a morning spent pretending to install trim for B-roll. Ashley knew the difference between real work calluses and television work calluses. Fox had both. He had been a contractor before his face started selling the thing her hands designed.

	She let him hold her hand.

	For the show, she told herself. For the company. For the version of her life that still had to survive whatever her marriage was becoming.

	“The beginning was uglier,” Ashley said, looking toward the exposed studs. “People like the reveal, but the honest part happens before anything looks beautiful. You open the walls. You find what someone covered. You decide what can hold.”

	Fox’s thumb moved once over her knuckle.

	“Cut,” Trenton called. “Good. Very good. Ashley, that last line is trailer material.”

	Sloan clapped once, brisk and satisfied. “Great. Let’s reset for pickups in ten.”

	The room loosened around them. A lighting tech lowered one stand. Canaan Owen, the lead carpenter, stepped around a coil of cable with a level in his back pocket. Brodie Robbins leaned over the monitor, replaying the shot with his headphones around his neck.

	Fox let go of Ashley’s hand.

	That should not have bothered her. She had been waiting for him to let go for months, in one way or another.

	“I need my notebook,” she said.

	Fox looked past her toward the side table where Sloan had left a neat stack of call sheets. “We’ve got ten.”

	“I said I need my notebook.”

	She crossed the parlor before he could answer. The house had no proper doors yet, only plastic sheeting taped over openings and temporary plywood laid across the worst parts of the floor. Her notebook was in the old butler’s pantry, where she had been sketching a built-in banquette to replace the rotted cabinetry Sloan kept calling “too quiet for television.”

	The hallway changed temperature near the back of the house, cooler where the HVAC had not been extended. Ashley stepped around a bucket of joint compound and caught sight of her reflection in a dark window. Hair pinned low. Cream blouse with the sleeves rolled. Wedding ring dusty. Smile gone.

	From the pantry, a monitor crackled.

	Brodie had set up a secondary audio feed on a folding table for playback review. The little speaker gave off a faint hiss, then Sloan’s voice came through clear enough to stop Ashley with her hand on the doorframe.

	“She knows something.”

	Fox answered, lower. “She doesn’t.”

	“She looked at me like she wanted to take my head off when I fixed your collar.”

	Ashley’s fingers tightened around the splintered trim.

	Fox made a sound too quiet to name. “Ashley looks at everyone like that when they block her light.”

	“This isn’t funny.”

	“I’m not laughing.”

	A pause. Movement, maybe fabric against a mic pack. Ashley did not move. Dust stuck to the inside of her throat.

	Sloan’s voice dropped. “Last night wasn’t exactly subtle, Fox.”

	The old house went still around Ashley, though the crew still moved somewhere beyond the hallway. A ladder scraped. Someone laughed near the front steps. The audio feed held the only part of the world that mattered.

	Fox said nothing.

	Sloan went on. “You came to my room at one in the morning. If she checks the hotel charges, or asks why you showered before breakfast, or notices you couldn’t even look at her during the kitchen shot, what am I supposed to say?”

	Ashley’s hand left the doorframe. She looked at her palm and saw a thin line of old paint under her thumbnail.

	Fox’s voice came back rougher. “Don’t put this on her.”

	“I’m not. I’m saying she’s not stupid.”

	“No,” he said. “She’s not.”

	“Then stop standing beside her like this is normal.”

	Another pause.

	When Fox spoke again, his words were quieter than before, and somehow worse.

	“She doesn’t see me anymore.”

	Ashley heard the sentence without breathing around it.

	Not the way she expected betrayal to sound. Not ugly. Not loud. Not a confession dragged from a man under pressure. Just a tired little offering laid at another woman’s feet.

	Sloan softened. “I see you.”

	There was a rustle, a breath too close to the microphone, and Ashley knew before sound became proof. She had staged enough intimate beats for camera to recognize the silence before a kiss.

	Her notebook sat open on the pantry table, pencil laid across a sketch of the back staircase. She picked it up because her hand needed something to do. The pencil rolled off and hit the floor with a small wooden tap.

	The audio cut.

	Ashley bent, picked up the pencil, and placed it inside the notebook exactly parallel to the spine.

	Then she walked back toward the front parlor.

	Her boots made steady sounds over the plywood. The crew had thinned out into the side yard. Mikayla was packing fabric swatches into a tote. Canaan measured the mantel with the patient focus of a man who knew when a room had become unsafe for reasons that had nothing to do with load-bearing walls.

	Fox stood in the hallway near the half-finished staircase. Sloan was beside him, one hand still near her headset cord. They both turned when Ashley appeared.

	Fox knew.

	She saw it before he said her name. His face changed in pieces. First the mouth. Then the eyes. Then the careful television posture leaving his shoulders.

	“Ashley.”

	Sloan stepped back. “We were just looking for you. Trenton wants one more pickup before lunch.”

	Ashley looked at Sloan’s headset. “Your mic was live.”

	Sloan’s hand went to the small pack clipped at her waistband.

	Fox closed his eyes for one second.

	There it was. Not surprise. Not confusion. Not the startled innocence of a man wrongfully accused.

	Only calculation arriving too late.

	Ashley walked past Sloan and stopped in front of Fox. The hallway smelled of raw lumber and the peppermint gum he used before filming. She had bought him the first pack years ago because he used to drink coffee until his hands shook before client meetings.

	“How long?” she asked.

	His throat moved. “This isn’t the place.”

	She gave him the smallest nod, the kind she used with contractors who had just admitted to hiding water damage. “That means long enough.”

	Sloan’s voice entered too quickly. “Ashley, I know what you heard sounded terrible, but your marriage has been under so much pressure, and Fox has been trying to keep everything together.”

	Ashley turned her head.

	Sloan stopped.

	It was not dramatic. No raised voice. No thrown ring. Ashley had grown up in a house where women who yelled were called unstable by men who cheated quietly. She had learned early that sometimes the calmest woman in the room was the one reaching for a knife, and sometimes the knife was simply the next sentence.

	“You don’t get to explain my marriage to me.”

	Sloan’s face colored above the headset.

	Fox took one step closer. Ashley stepped back before he finished it.

	“Don’t,” she said.

	His hand fell to his side. He looked older without the lights on him. Not less handsome. That would have made this easier. Fox still had the face that had sold a thousand viewers on second chances for ruined houses, dark hair threaded with early silver at the temples, sleeves pushed up, wedding ring on like proof of ownership he had not honored.

	“I need to talk to you alone,” he said.

	“You needed to do a lot of things before today.”

	“Ashley.”

	“No.” Her voice stayed even. She was grateful for that. Her body could betray her later in a locked bathroom or in the driver’s seat with both hands pressed to the wheel. Not here. Not in front of Sloan. Not in front of this house, which had already given up too many hidden things. “You are going to listen.”

	Brodie appeared at the end of the hallway and stopped when he saw them. Mikayla stood behind him with the fabric tote clutched to her middle. The room had gone quiet in the way job sites did when someone got hurt.

	Ashley kept her eyes on Fox. “You will finish this season.”

	His brow pulled in. “What?”

	“You will show up on time. You will do the work. You will not let Trenton turn my company into a cautionary headline because you couldn’t keep your hands and your excuses to yourself.”

	Sloan inhaled. “Ashley, the company belongs to both of you.”

	Ashley looked at her then. “That was not an invitation.”

	Fox’s face tightened, but he did not defend Sloan. Not fast enough to comfort Ashley. Fast enough for Sloan to notice.

	Ashley tucked her notebook under her arm. The cardboard cover pressed against her ribs, solid and square.

	“You will finish the show,” she said to Fox again. “Because I built this, too. And I refuse to lose everything I built over the woman you brought beside me.”

	Fox looked at her ring, then back at her face.

	For the first time since she had known him, he had nothing ready.

	Good, Ashley thought.

	Let him stand in a room with exposed walls and no script.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2: The Woman With the Folder

	Fox opened his mouth, but Ashley had already learned everything useful from his silence.

	Behind him, Sloan adjusted the cord of her headset with fingers that had been on Fox’s shirt ten minutes earlier. The movement was tiny, neat, almost professional. Ashley watched it because looking at Fox’s face too long might force her body to catch up with what her mind had already filed and labeled.

	“Tell Trenton I’m done for the day,” Ashley said.

	Fox took half a step into her path. “You can’t drive like this.”

	There it was. The old Fox. The one who noticed a loose porch rail before anyone leaned on it, who crossed parking lots on the outside edge because he hated cars passing too close to her, who could make concern sound like a right.

	Ashley looked at his boots. A line of plaster dust marked the left toe. She had scuffed it there earlier, moving past him with a sample board under one arm.

	“You don’t get to decide what I can do.”

	His face pulled tight around the words he did not say. “Ash.”

	She hated that. Not the nickname itself, but the way her body still recognized it before her pride could reject it. He had called her Ash from the first week they worked together, when she was twenty-two and trying to convince a skeptical client that old brick should not be painted white just because a magazine had said so. Fox had stood behind her with his arms folded and said, Listen to Ash. She knows when a thing’s worth keeping.

	Apparently, he had forgotten how to apply that wisdom indoors.

	Canaan Owen moved out of her way without making a production of it. Mikayla stood near the parlor entry, face pale, both hands wrapped around the handles of Ashley’s fabric tote.

	“Leave it in my car,” Ashley told her, softer.

	Mikayla nodded too quickly. “Yes. Of course.”

	Sloan said, “Maybe we should all take a minute before anyone makes decisions that affect production.”

	Ashley stopped at the threshold and turned enough to see all three of them: Sloan with her glossy calm, Fox with his useless misery, Brodie frozen behind the monitor like a man pretending he had not heard a gunshot.

	“Production,” Ashley said, “can wait its turn.”

	She left through the side door because the front porch was full of crew, lights, sponsor coolers, and the rented planters Sloan had insisted made the house feel “less under repair.” Outside, humidity sat low over the yard. The gravel beside the driveway shifted under Ashley’s boots, each crunch too loud. She made it to her truck before she discovered Fox had followed.

	He stopped three feet away, not touching the door, not reaching for her. Good. He still had some instinct for danger.

	“I’ll tell Trenton you’re sick,” he said.

	Ashley opened the driver’s door. “You’ll tell Trenton I left.”

	“Ashley, please don’t do this in pieces.”

	That made her look at him. “That’s funny.”

	He flinched because he deserved to.

	She got in, shut the door, and started the truck before he could ask for another private conversation in a life he had made crowded. In the mirror, Fox stood in the crushed-shell drive with one hand at his side and the other against the back of his neck. Sloan appeared at the side door behind him. She did not go to him while Ashley could see. Smart woman.

	Ashley drove two blocks before she pulled over beside a curb shaded by a live oak and unlocked her phone.

	Kendall Donaldson answered on the second ring. “If this is about the contractor release, I already told Canaan’s vendor they can either sign the clean version or wait ninety days for payment like everyone else who annoys me.”

	“Kendall.”

	The bright legal rhythm left her friend’s voice. “Where are you?”

	Ashley stared at a house across the street with peeling blue shutters and gutters packed with leaves. Deferred maintenance always announced itself somewhere. “Five minutes from your office.”

	“Come now.”

	“I don’t have an appointment.”

	“You have a key code and a friend who keeps bourbon in the bottom drawer for clients with worse husbands than yours.” A beat. “Is it Fox?”

	Ashley kept one palm flat against the steering wheel, right over the worn place at ten o’clock where her thumb had worried the leather for years. “Yes.”

	Kendall did not ask for details over the phone. That was why Ashley had called her. Some people heard pain and reached for curiosity. Kendall reached for a folder.

	Her office sat above a stationery shop downtown, in a building with uneven stairs and a brass directory that had not been polished in months. Ashley noticed the water stain in the landing ceiling before she noticed her own legs shaking. Kendall met her at the top, dark hair clipped back, reading glasses pushed onto her head, a navy folder already tucked against her side.

	She looked Ashley over once. Not pitying. Assessing damage.

	“Conference room,” Kendall said.

	The room had a round table, two windows facing a brick wall, and the kind of quiet that cost money. Ashley sat because standing would give her too much opportunity to leave. Kendall placed a glass of water in front of her, then the folder.

	“Tell me only what you can say without protecting him.”

	Ashley’s laugh came out wrong. “That may be nothing.”

	“Then we start there.”

	So Ashley started with the collar. It was ridiculous, the collar, but Kendall let her. Ashley described the shot, Sloan’s hand, the live feed in the pantry, the words last night, hotel room, Ashley doesn’t see me anymore. She did not cry. She kept noticing the brass screw on the window latch beside Kendall’s shoulder, turned at the wrong angle, stripped by someone impatient.

	When she finished, Kendall opened the folder.

	“First. You do not have to decide whether your marriage is over today.”

	Ashley stared at her. “That’s your advice?”

	“That’s my first sentence. Don’t interrupt a woman with tabs.” Kendall turned the folder so Ashley could see the labeled sections: company ownership, production contract, personal assets, communications, temporary boundaries. “You do have to protect yourself before Fox, Sloan, or Trenton defines the story. Those are different decisions.”

	Ashley touched the edge of the folder. The paper was thick, expensive, creamy under her fingertip. “The company is half his.”

	“And half yours. But if he and Sloan have created conduct that threatens the value of the company or your creative control, we document it. If the network pressures you into filming a false marital narrative, we document it. If Fox tries to make this private while letting you absorb public fallout, we document that too.”

	“He’ll say it wasn’t like that.”

	“Of course he will. Men with reputations always begin by arguing with the shape of the wound.”

	Ashley looked up.

	Kendall’s mouth gentled. “I’m not telling you to hate him. I know you loved him before he became handsome for other people’s cameras.”

	Loved. Past tense sat between them like an unsigned paper.

	“I don’t know what I feel,” Ashley said.

	“That’s fine. Feeling can be late. Paperwork should not be.”

	By the time Ashley left Kendall’s office, she had a list in her bag: do not
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