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I shut off the water, letting the final drops patter against the shower floor before reaching for my towel. The steam follows me as I dry off methodically, back, arms, legs. Force of habit makes me mentally check everything: towel hung properly, toothbrush rinsed, nothing left behind. Some routines stick with you, especially ones born from walking on eggshells.

The bathroom door clicks open, and I step into the bedroom. The curtains filter the morning light into soft gold bars across the bed where Candice stretches like a cat, hair spilling across her pillow. Her eyes flutter open, catching mine.

"Good morning," she murmurs, voice husky with sleep. "You're looking surprisingly awake and functional. It's barely..." She squints at the bedside clock. "Six thirty?"

I grab my work shirt from the dresser, pulling it over my head. "Got that new side project I mentioned. Reynolds family."

"The double-deck thing?" She rolls onto her side, propping her head on her hand.

"Yeah." I sit on the edge of the bed to pull on my socks. "Two levels, wraparound stairs, built-in bench seating. They want it finished by the weekend for some graduation party."

"This weekend? That's... ambitious."

I feel her fingers trace a light pattern on my back.

"We’ll have to hustle, but the money's good." I stand to buckle my belt. "We'll be starting early all week. Sorry if I woke you."

"I don't mind." Candice sits up, the sheet pooling around her waist. "I like seeing you like this."

"Like what? Rushing around?"

"No." She smiles. "Focused. When you talk about building something, you get this look. Like you're already seeing it completed in your head."

Something warm settles in my chest. "Yeah, well... keeps me grounded."

That's what Candice doesn't fully understand yet, how much I need the routine, the physical work, the clear start and finish. How building things helps rebuild me, one day at a time.

"Well, just don't get too grounded, we've still got that date this weekend. Been looking forward to it for ages.

I lean over and kiss Candice, lingering just enough to catch her scent, something floral mixed with sleep-warm skin.

"I haven't forgotten, and it'll be worth it, trust me." My lips brush against her forehead as I straighten up.

"Funny you mention trust."

Something in her tone makes me pause. I turn back to find her sitting up in bed, sheet tucked around her, auburn hair falling across one shoulder. The morning light catches her eyes, turning them more green than brown.

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"See, last night, I asked you if you'd had any protection? Remember what you told me?" Her voice is casual, but her eyes are fixed on mine.

I nod slowly, scanning her face for clues. "Yeah, keep a pack in the third drawer down on the right. Why?"

Candice nods, lips pressing together. The silence stretches between us, filling with something heavy that wasn't there moments ago.

"Is there anything you want to, I don't know, ask me?"

My toolbelt slips from my fingers onto the floor. I return to sitting on the edge of the bed, the mattress dipping under my weight.

"Candice, I honestly have no idea what's going on right now."

She simply nods again, eyes never leaving mine. Then she reaches behind the alarm clock on the nightstand. Her hand emerges holding something small that catches the light.

A ring.

Not just any ring, a wedding band. Old, scratched, familiar in a way that sends ice through my veins.

My stomach drops like I've missed a step on a ladder. The room seems to tilt sideways.

Katie's ring. The one she threw at me during our last fight, the one I'd picked up and...

"Where did you..." My voice sounds strange, distant.

"Third drawer down, on the right." Her words are careful, measured. "Right next to the condoms."

My throat tightens. The past crashes back like a physical weight, crushing the careful peace I've built. All the things I haven't told her about Katie, about what really happened, suddenly pressing against the walls I've constructed.

"I mean, it is a little early, don't you think? We've only been dating for what, eight months? Still, I'd probably say yes. Give it a year and that ‘probably’ goes up to 100."

I feel a complicated wave of emotions, embarrassment that Candice found the ring, but profound relief at her misunderstanding. The weight in my chest loosens slightly.

"Of course, you know I don't expect you to move Heaven and Earth for me," Candice says with a teasing smile, "but you could get a nicer ring. This one's seen better days."

I reach over and take the gold band from her palm, turning it between my fingers. The familiar weight of it brings back memories, some good, most painful. The morning light catches on the scratches crossing its surface.

"Well, it's good to know where you stand with us, but you've got the wrong idea." My voice comes out rougher than intended. "This was... This was her ring."

Candice crawls forward on the bed, wrapping her arms around me from behind. Her chin rests on my shoulder, her warmth pressing against my back.

"I know," she says softly. "Just goading you to finally open up a little. I mean, it's a little creepy you keep your ex's ring like that."

A surprised laugh escapes me. "Yeah, I guess it is."

Her honesty breaks something loose inside me. I continue turning the ring, watching light glint off its worn surface.

"She was... something else. Something dark at times," I admit, the words feeling strange in the open air. "But she was also my first in, well, everything."

Candice stays silent, giving me space to continue. Her hands rest lightly on my arms, neither pushing nor pulling away.

"This ring, my mother gave it to me to propose with." The memory plays across my mind: Mom pressing it into my palm, her eyes bright with hope, unaware of what Katie would become. "Katie loved it so much she made it her official ring, wouldn't hear of upgrading it even when we could afford to."

I swallow hard, staring at the small circle of metal that represents so much pain.

"And when my mother passed six years ago..."

My voice catches. Candice's arms tighten around me, an anchor in the storm of memories, Mom's funeral, Katie's performative grief, the way she'd turned even that into something about her. How she'd worn this ring while doing unspeakable things.

"I should've gotten rid of it," I whisper. "I just... couldn't let go of the last thing my mom gave me."

"Then, it's her ring, in memory. Clearly your ex didn't deserve it, so keep it for your mom's sake."

I reach up and hold Candice's hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. The relief washing through me feels almost physical, like the moment a heavy beam is finally secured into place after you've been holding it up for too long.

"Thanks for understanding," I say, setting the ring on the nightstand. It looks smaller there, less powerful somehow. "Not everyone would."

She presses her lips against my shoulder, her breath warm against my skin. "I'm not everyone."

No, she's not. That's what still surprises me sometimes, how different love can be when it's not tangled with fear. How Candice can find something like Katie's ring and turn it into a conversation instead of a weapon.

I glance at my watch and stand. "Better hit the road, else Barker will throw a fit for me being late. Man acts like we've never built a deck before."

Candice falls back dramatically against the pillows, auburn hair fanning out around her. "God forbid the foreman arrive at..." she checks the clock, "seven-fifteen for a seven-thirty start."

"You know Barker. If you're not early, you're late." I grab my wallet and keys from the dresser. "You need a ride back to your apartment?"

She stretches languidly, then pulls the blanket back up over her shoulders. "Nah, I'll hang around here for a while, then walk back. It's only a few blocks, and my first client isn't until eleven."

The morning light catches her hair, turning it to fire against the white sheets. For a split second, I see the future, countless mornings like this, her in my bed, not just staying over but staying for good. The thought doesn't terrify me like it once would have.

"Be safe walking back," I tell her, leaning down for one more kiss. She catches me by the back of the neck, making it linger.

"Go build something beautiful," she murmurs against my lips.

I'm still smiling as I head out of the bedroom, grabbing my toolbelt from where it fell earlier. The weight of it feels right in my hand, solid, reliable. Today suddenly seems full of possibility, like the foundation for something good has been poured and is setting properly.

I wasn't prepared for Candice's understanding, for how easily she could look at the remnants of my past and not run. As I pull the front door closed behind me, I realize I'm happier than I've been in years, maybe ever. The ring can stay in the drawer. Some ghosts, it turns out, lose their power when exposed to the light.

* * *
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"LATE AGAIN, HARPER?"

I roll my eyes as I pull my truck into a parking spot behind the company truck. Barker's standing there, arms crossed, wearing that smug expression he gets whenever he thinks he's caught someone slipping.

"Yeah, sorry about that. Only six minutes early today. Latest I've ever been to a jobsite," I shoot back, checking my watch for emphasis.

Cruz walks past us carrying two-by-fours on his shoulder, not breaking stride. "Lay off, Barker. No one wants to hear it this early in the morning."

I can't help but chuckle at that. The look on Barker's face, like someone just pissed in his coffee, is worth framing.

"You heard the man," I tell him, swinging my door open and hopping down from the cab. "Get to work."

The morning air carries the scent of fresh-cut lumber and dew-soaked earth. It's going to be hot later, but right now it's perfect. I reach into my truck bed for my toolbox, the metal handle cool against my palm.

Barker huffs something under his breath but trudges toward the site plans spread across the hood of his truck. That's the thing about Barker, all bark, predictable as sunrise. Five years working together and I've learned when to push back and when to let it slide.

The job site's already buzzing, circular saws whining, nail guns popping, guys shouting measurements across the skeleton of what'll be a massive deck by week's end. I haul my toolbox toward the lumber pile, mentally mapping out the day ahead.

For a moment, my thoughts drift back to Candice and that ring. Something about her reaction sits warm in my chest, the way she didn't push or judge, just opened the door for me to talk when I was ready. It's still strange having someone who doesn't make me feel like I'm walking through a minefield.

"Harper! You planning to admire that toolbox all day or put something together?" Barker shouts from across the site.

I shake my head, clearing away thoughts of home. Time to build something solid.

I head over to our makeshift command center, just a sheet of plywood balanced on concrete blocks under a pop-up tent that does almost nothing against the morning sun. The blueprints are already spread out, held down by various tools acting as paperweights. This deck is ambitious, double-level with built-in seating and a pergola section. Custom work always pays better, but the tolerances are tighter too.

"Barker!" I call out without looking up from the plans. "I need you on the saw. We're starting with the foundation posts and base framing. Everything needs to be square from the jump or we'll be fighting it all week."

He mutters something but moves toward the miter saw. I continue scanning the prints, making mental notes.

"Cruz, I want you and Wilson digging the post holes. Layout's already marked. Torres, start organizing the hardware by section, decking screws separate from the structural bolts."

I'm pointing at different sections of the print as I talk, feeling the day's rhythm starting to take shape. This is my element, materials, measurements, men moving with purpose. Simple problems with definitive solutions.

"Damn, Harper, so controlling." Manny says with a laugh. He's the new guy, only been with us about three months. "You need to take a chill pill. It's barely eight and you're already barking orders like a drill sergeant."

The words hit me sideways, unexpected. My hands freeze on the blueprints.

"You're so fucking controlling, Dean! God, it's like I can't breathe around you!"

Katie's voice echoes in my head so clearly I almost look around. We'd been married less than a year. I'd worked a twelve-hour day and didn't feel like driving forty minutes to some pretentious nightclub her friends had suggested. That was the first night she threw something at me, a wine glass that shattered against the wall near my head.

I blink hard, pushing the memory down.

"Not barking orders," I say, keeping my voice level. "Just making sure we finish on schedule. Customer wants this done by Saturday, and we don't get paid until it's complete."

I look up, meeting Manny's eyes directly. "Besides, if you've got energy to complain, you've got energy to start prepping that lumber pile."

He holds up his hands in mock surrender, grinning. "Fair enough, boss man."

I turn back to the plans, measuring twice so I'll only have to cut once.

I settle in at the table saw, my hands finding that sweet spot on the handle that feels like an extension of my arm. Something about this motion, powering up a blade, guiding lumber through with precision, centers me in a way therapy never could.

The saw screams to life, and I push the first four-by-four through, watching the blade chew through dense wood. Sawdust sprays up, catching the morning light like tiny sparks, and that fresh-cut pine smell wraps around me. Familiar. Safe.

I work through the first stack methodically, each cut precise. By the third post, the rhythm of it has pushed Katie's voice back where it belongs, in the past, not my present. My shoulders loosen, and I realize I've been carrying tension in my jaw since Manny's comment.

When I pause to measure the next piece, my thoughts drift to Candice. The way she looked this morning, stretching in my bed like she belongs there. Because she does.

Two more days of this job, then Saturday. Then I get to see her face when we drive up to that cabin I found. Secluded, rustic but with modern amenities. It sits right on this small mountain lake that catches the sunset just right. The booking agent promised the view alone was worth double what I paid.

Three whole days of just us. No job sites, no alarms, no schedules beyond whatever we feel like doing. I've already planned a cooler to bring, steaks for the first night, ingredients for pancakes in the morning. Maybe we'll hike up to the ridge trail I found online. Or maybe we'll never leave the cabin at all.

I smile at the thought, feeding another board into the saw. The blade bites clean, and more sawdust joins the growing pile at my feet.

"Harper!" Barker calls from across the site. "We need those corner posts cut at exactly 96 inches! No margin for error!"

"Already on it," I call back without looking up.

I measure twice, then add a sixteenth of an inch for safety. Make the cut. Perfect.

This weekend's going to be perfect too. Just me and Candice and nothing but time. No ghosts, no memories. Just us and whatever future we decide to build together.

Thoughts of Candice make the work go by quicker than I expected. Before I know it, I'm powering off the saw and wiping away that familiar tacky mix of sawdust and sweat from my brow. The sun's climbing higher now, turning the morning chill into the kind of heat that sticks to your skin.

I hoist a pile of freshly cut posts onto my shoulder, feeling the satisfying weight of good lumber. Across the site, Barker's already ordering around Wilson like he's wearing the foreman's hat instead of me. Time to remind him who's who in this particular food chain.

Making my way over, I drop the pile next to him with a deliberate thud that makes him jump. The posts land in a neat stack, sending up a small cloud of sawdust that catches in the sunlight.

"Jesus, Harper!" Barker steps back, brushing invisible dust from his shirt.

"Need these set for the northeast corner," I tell him, keeping my voice casual. "And I need you to double-check every single measurement against the plan. Twice. Customer's particular about this section, it needs to line up perfectly with the kitchen window view."

Barker's face twists like he's tasted something sour. "That's busywork and you know it. I could be helping Cruz with..."

"Cruz is fine," I cut in. "This deck is our priority job this week. Unless you'd rather I tell Murray who was responsible for that measurement error on the Hendricks project?"

Behind us, Manny and Cruz exchange looks, not even trying to hide their grins. Cruz makes a whipping motion with his hand that I pretend not to see.

Barker's face flushes red, but he picks up the first post. "Fine. Whatever you say, boss."

"Appreciate it." I clap him on the shoulder, maybe a bit harder than necessary.

That's the one thing I like best about Barker, for all his attitude, his work ethic matches it. He'll complain the whole time, but every measurement will be dead-on when he's finished. In construction, I'll take reliable over likable any day.

I grab one of the remaining posts and head toward the southeast corner where the first support needs to go in. The wood is solid in my hands, rough-textured and honest. I line it up with the chalk marks we laid down earlier, checking it against my level. Perfect.

Setting my feet, I settle in for a hard day's work. The familiar rhythm of build, measure, adjust fills my muscles with a satisfying burn. With any luck, we'll be ahead of schedule by end of day, leaving me free to focus on finalizing those weekend plans with Candice.
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"Yeah, good job with that foundation, guys."

The crew packs up as the sun dips low, casting long shadows across the site. I wave off Cruz and Wilson, watching them pile into Cruz's battered pickup.

"Don't forget your beauty sleep, Barker!" I call out. "Can't have you late tomorrow morning!"

Barker doesn't even turn around, just raises his hand over his shoulder and flips me off as he locks the equipment in the company truck.

"Yeah, yeah, love you too," I laugh, fishing my keys from my pocket.

My phone buzzes in my pocket, and the familiar ringtone, Candice's ringtone, sends a flutter through my chest that has no business being there after eight months together.

"Hey," I answer, unable to keep the smile from my voice.

"Hey yourself. How was the day? Did Barker behave himself?" Candice's voice sounds relaxed, comfortable in a way that still surprises me sometimes.

"About as well as a rabid raccoon in a trash can," I say, leaning against my truck. My muscles ache in that good, honest way that comes from hard work. "But we got the foundation set. Right on schedule."

"That's my man," she says. "So what's the dinner situation? I'm starving."

I pause, frowning slightly. "Weren't you heading back to your place? Did you eat anything today?"

There's a telling silence on the other end, followed by a sheepish laugh. "I... might have never actually left your apartment?"

"Candice," I scold, but there's no heat in it.

"I got distracted! First it was that book I've been meaning to finish, then I found those blueprints for your cabin project and started looking through them, and then..."

"You went through my stuff?" The words come out sharper than I intend.

"Not like that," she says quickly. "They were sitting right there on your desk. The designs are beautiful, Dean."

The tension leaves my shoulders. "Yeah, well. Just a pipe dream for now."

"Don't sell yourself short. Time and patience."

I close my eyes, letting the evening breeze cool the sweat on my neck. If there's one thing construction work has taught me, it's patience. Measure twice, cut once. Don't rush the foundation or the whole thing collapses. Life lessons from a hammer and nail.

"So what's the plan?" I ask, pushing off from my truck.

"How about you swing by that Chinese place on Elm?" Candice suggests, her voice brightening. "The one with those ridiculous fortune cookies that never make sense?"

"Golden Dragon? Sure, I could go for some kung pao chicken." I fish my wallet from my back pocket, checking to make sure I've got cash. "You want the usual?"

"Yep, extra eggrolls please." There's a shuffling sound on her end, like she's getting comfortable. "Like, seriously, as many as they'll give you without calling the police."

"I wouldn't forget the eggrolls," I laugh. "That's relationship suicide. I'll see you soon."

"Drive safe," she says before hanging up.

I slide my phone back into my pocket, feeling lighter than I
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