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The late afternoon light slipped through the tall windows in long, slanted bars, painting the marble floors and the heavy black columns in soft gold. Alex Rivera stood in the open elevator, portfolio tucked under his left arm, and let the doors close behind him with the soft final click that sealed him in. Thirty years old, shoulders still carrying the narrow build of someone who had spent too many nights hunched over drafting tables, he wore a charcoal suit that had been tailored in Milan but felt a little too tight across the chest. His fingers tapped once against the leather strap of the portfolio, a nervous rhythm he hadn’t noticed until now.

The ride up had been quiet except for the faint mechanical hum and the distant sound of the city far below. He had told himself the drive here was just business: a renovation brief for the east wing, a new skylight, climate control in the basement, nothing more. But the file he carried—the one with the handwritten notes from his assistant—felt heavier than steel.

When the elevator opened onto the top floor, the scent of cut lilies and old money hit him first, then the voice, soft and unhurried as if the woman had been waiting for the exact second the doors would slide apart.

“Alex,” she said, stepping out into the golden bar of light. “You’re early. Come in before the neighbors start gossiping about the architect who finally shows up to see the place.”

Elena Voss moved aside like a stage curtain parting. She wore a cream silk robe that fell just past her knees, the fabric loose and heavy, but still clinging to the lines of her body in a way that made the air feel thinner. At eighty, her skin was the color of warm parchment left in sunlight for decades—smooth over the high cheekbones, the sharp line of her collarbones rising like the curve of an ancient urn. Her silver hair was swept back into a low ponytail that swung once when she turned, the strands catching the light like threads of moonlight on water. Her eyes, though—large, liquid hazel—held something that made Alex’s throat close. They had looked at him across a red carpet six months ago, lingered a fraction too long, the way only someone who no longer had to perform could look at a man.

She was beautiful in the way old photographs are beautiful: faded edges, careful sepia tones, but still alive. The kind of beauty that doesn’t announce itself with youth but whispers underneath.

“Delicate,” he had read in the interview clips. “She talks about renovations like they’re love letters.” The words had sounded ridiculous at the time. Now, standing in her foyer, they felt true.

She gestured him inside with the same unhurried grace she might have used to direct a camera. The mansion unfolded around them like a private film set: high ceilings, walls lined with abstract canvases he recognized from the biennial catalog, marble floors cool under his soles, the faint scent of lemon polish and something sweeter—jasmine, perhaps, or memory. She spoke of the old radiator in the east wing in the same tone she might have described her latest film role: measured, almost apologetic.

“It’s been fifteen years,” she murmured, pointing toward the long window that overlooked the garden. “Arthur’s in the nursing home in Connecticut. Alzheimer’s, mostly. They call it vascular dementia now. He doesn’t remember my name anymore. Sometimes he thinks I’m the nurse. Sometimes he thinks I’m a stranger who looks like his wife.”

Alex nodded, throat tight. He was married—had a wife in the Hamptons who still believed his late nights at design studios were “just the work.” He had never cheated. But Elena’s voice was velvet wrapped around bone, and the way she said “life is hard” made the sentence feel like a secret she was offering him.

She turned to him, robe slipping just enough to reveal the elegant line of her shoulder. The fabric was thin; he could see the faint blue veins mapping her skin like a private map. “You’re a nice boy, Alex. Architects are always nice boys, aren’t they? They build things. They make things last. I like that.” She smiled, small and conspiratorial. “I called because I thought maybe you’d want to see the place properly. Maybe... talk.”

They moved through the rooms together, slow, deliberate, the sound of their footsteps echoing in the high spaces. She pointed out details without hurry: the new skylight would open the space, the basement would breathe better, the old man—her husband—wouldn’t mind. She mentioned his name only once, low and almost fond.

“Arthur used to love this sofa,” she said, pausing in the sitting room. “He used to sit here and read the papers. We were married thirty-seven years. He was sixty-eight when we got married. I was forty-three. Everyone said it was scandalous. I told them I didn’t care. I wanted to be with him. Even then.”

In the sitting room, the long leather sofa sat dark and masculine against the pale walls. Alex kept his hands folded in his lap when they sat. Elena poured him tea from a Sèvres porcelain pot, the steam curling like smoke from a cigarette she hadn’t lit. She talked about the renovation in gentle circles, her fingers resting lightly on the teacup as if it were the most fragile thing in the world. The radiator in the east wing needed more than replacement; it needed to be wrapped in something that wouldn’t hiss like a dying animal. The skylight would let in more light on the portrait in the dining room—her younger self, radiant, arm around a man in a white dinner jacket.

“Look at him,” she said softly, reaching for the photo on the side table. She turned the frame so they could both see it. Arthur Voss, twenty-one years younger, smiling the same small smile Alex had seen on billboards. The man looked content. Peaceful. Dead.

Elena’s fingers brushed Alex’s wrist—light as moth wings—and she held the photo steady. “He’s still here,” she whispered. “Sometimes I talk to him. In the car. In the shower. I tell him about you. About how you’re the kind of man who will make this house better. About how you’re shy, but you have kind eyes. He doesn’t answer anymore. But I like to think he hears me anyway.”

Alex’s breath caught. He was married. He should have stood up then, said something polite about the basement plans, left. Instead he felt the familiar, shameful heat bloom low in his belly, the one that made him want to be wanted by a woman who had already won the world.

She leaned in slowly. Giving him every chance to pull away.

“I’m lonely, Alex,” she said, voice barely above the hum of the air-conditioning. “My body still wants things it shouldn’t. My heart still wants things it should have stopped wanting years ago. And you... you’re here. Right now. With your hands that build things. And your face that’s still soft enough to kiss.”

He kissed her first. Shy, tentative, the way a man kisses something he knows he shouldn’t but
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