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​Older Than My Plans, Exactly What I Want
About the Author  
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SankulaHub writes the kinds of love stories that could be happening in the apartment next door, at the desk across from yours, or in the quiet booth of your favorite café. Every romance begins with ordinary people who have made lists, plans, and backup plans, only to discover that their hearts have ideas of their own. The pages are filled with flawed, hopeful characters, small details that feel like real life, and emotions that unfold slowly rather than in dramatic declarations.

Behind every story is a deep belief that love is not a prize for those who do everything right, but a quiet, stubborn force that shows up in the middle of imperfection. Age gaps, second chances, uncomfortable truths, and unexpected timing are treated not as tropes to decorate the plot, but as real questions about courage, belonging, and the risk of being fully seen.

If you have ever looked at your own carefully drawn timeline and wondered why your heart refuses to follow it, these stories are written for you. SankulaHub invites you into romances where the conversations linger, the silences matter, and the ending feels like coming home to a version of yourself you almost forgot you wanted to be.
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Dedication
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For everyone who has ever drawn a neat, sensible timeline for their life and then met someone who did not fit anywhere on it, yet somehow fit everywhere in their heart.

For the ones who were told to choose a partner who looks good on paper, but instead chose the person who made them feel more like themselves.
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Cast Snapshot / Meet the Hearts
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Tessa Monroe is twenty-six and has always trusted plans more than feelings. She is a junior urban designer in the mid-sized coastal city of Evercrest, the kind of person who keeps color-coded spreadsheets for her week and a running five-year plan in the back of every notebook. Raised by a single mother who scraped through every month, Tessa has vowed that her life will be predictable, steady, and sensible. She has rules about everything, including dating: no long-distance, no creatives, no one more than five years older than her. These rules have protected her from chaos, but they have also quietly fenced off parts of her heart she has never explored.

Callum Reyes is forty-one and the newly appointed Director of Urban Renewal for Evercrest. A widowed architect who spent his thirties rebuilding both other people’s buildings and his own life, he has learned that nothing important can be forced to keep to a schedule. Callum carries his years like well-worn denim, marked by loss and renewal in equal measure. He has a teenage daughter, a quiet house full of music and old blueprints, and a reputation in the city for being calm, thoughtful, and impossible to rush. Older than Tessa’s plans by every measure, he is exactly the kind of man she has promised herself never to fall for.

Sienna Park is twenty-seven, Tessa’s closest friend and sometimes-reluctant reality check. A graphic designer who freelances from a sunlit studio over a bakery, Sienna lives as if life itself were a series of experiments in color and feeling. She believes in sparks, in following instincts, and in saying yes before fear has the chance to talk her out of things. Sienna has watched Tessa shrink her own desires to fit into practical boxes, and she is more than ready to see her friend break one of her own rules for once.

Lara Reyes is eighteen, Callum’s daughter, caught in the delicate space between high school and whatever comes next. She loves photography, old brick buildings, and the way light hits the river at dusk. She remembers her father as a man who used to hum in the kitchen with her mother and now as someone who has learned to carry silence without letting it crush him. When she notices Tessa, Lara sees not just a woman who works with her father, but someone who seems to be standing in the doorway of a life she is almost too scared to want.
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Introduction Scene – The Night My Timeline Cracked
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Tessa Monroe liked beginnings she could name. First day at a new job. First rent payment submitted on time. First plant that stayed alive longer than six months. She liked the way those moments could be highlighted, dated, and filed away in her mind as proof that life was moving forward exactly as it should.

If someone had asked her, she could have pulled up her life plan as easily as pulling up a document on her laptop. Twenty-six: still paying off student loans, collecting experience, learning under people who knew more. Twenty-eight: senior position, bigger projects, maybe a small condo instead of a rented apartment with thin walls and noisy plumbing. Thirty: engaged to someone solid and age-appropriate, the kind of man who understood invoices and insurance and why buying furniture on credit was a terrible idea. Thirty-two: married, maybe a baby. Thirty-five: traveling, but only after savings goals were met and retirement accounts fully underway.

It was a neat plan. It had bullet points and subheadings in her journal before she trained herself to write it as simple sentences instead. It was also the main reason she was still at the office at eight forty-two on a Tuesday night, sipping lukewarm coffee that had long since lost any right to be called drinkable.

The Evercrest Municipal Design Office emptied early Tuesdays. There was a trivia night at a bar two blocks away that half the staff swore by, and the rest had families waiting for yoga classes to attend. By seven, the open-plan room of desks and computer screens usually quieted into a soft hum of cleaning staff and the distant rumble of the elevator. Tessa liked that hour. The city outside the tall windows softened into smeared lights along the river, and her brain finally had enough space to think.

Tonight, the quiet felt heavier.

On her screen, the Riverside Promenade Redevelopment proposal glowed in shades of blue and gray. The old docks had been an eyesore for years, a stretch of warped boards and rusting railings that the city alternately ignored and worried about. Now there was money on the table, community petitions stacked in digital folders, and a newly appointed Director who had made it very clear that this was their first priority.

She had seen him exactly once.

He had arrived two weeks ago, stepping into the glass-walled conference room during the Monday morning meeting, just as someone was complaining about impossible timelines. Tall, with dark hair threaded lightly with gray at the temples, Callum Reyes had the kind of presence that made people stop talking without him asking. He wore a navy button-down shirt rolled at the sleeves, no tie, and he smiled the way people do when they are listening more than greeting.

“Good morning. Please, keep going,” he had said then, taking the lone empty chair.

Tessa had tried not to stare. It wasn’t that he was striking, though he was. It was the quiet with which he had sat down, the way his eyes moved around the table, taking people in. He did not pull a notebook. He did not check his phone. When he introduced himself later, his voice had the low, steady tone of someone who had seen projects fall apart and still believed they were worth rebuilding.

Director of Urban Renewal, she had written in the margins of her meeting notes, underlining his name twice. Forty-one, they’d whispered in the break room, in the tone people used when they were trying to decide if that was too old or just impressively experienced.

Forty-one meant he did not fit anywhere in her carefully drawn diagram of potential partners. He belonged to the grown-up world in the way that people who had already survived entire chapters of life did. Marriage, loss, maybe divorce, maybe children. That was not part of her story yet.

She had pushed the thought away, focused on her work, and reminded herself that attraction to someone outside her rules was not surprising. The human brain liked novelty. Crushes on impossible people were safe because they could not go anywhere.

Now, two weeks later, his name was in the header of the document she was revising.

Riverside Promenade Redevelopment – Concept Draft, prepared by T. Monroe for Director C. Reyes.

Tessa leaned back in her chair and rubbed her eyes. The proposal was good. It was safe. It had wide walking paths, improved lighting, a small play area, and a fountain with a water feature that children would love. It checked all the boxes the city council usually cared about. It looked, she realized with a grimace, like something she had been trained to design: functional, neat, cautious.

What it did not have was what the community representatives had asked for at last week’s listening session.

“We don’t want it to feel like a mall,” one woman had said, arms folded as if she expected to be ignored. “We want to remember this place. My dad worked on those docks. We used to sit on the edge and drop crumbs to the ducks. Don’t turn it into another clean, shiny thing that looks like it could be anywhere.”

A teenager with a camera around his neck had added, “Just don’t make it so polished that nobody feels like they belong unless they’re buying something.”

Tessa had nodded, taken notes, and told herself that she would figure out how to translate feelings into concrete and steel later. Later had become tonight, and concrete still only wanted to be concrete.

She glanced at the time in the corner of her screen and groaned softly. Nine-oh-one.

The motion-sensor lights in the hallway flicked off, leaving the office lit only by the desk lamps and the faint glow from the city outside. Somewhere down the corridor, a vacuum cleaner started up, low and steady.

She toggled between two versions of the plan. One kept the old dock outlines in ghosted form, a series of lines in darker wood that hinted at where the original structures had been. The other smoothed everything out, a clean line of pale stone that would photograph beautifully.

Her cursor blinked over the delete button.

“Leave the ghosts,” said a voice behind her. “Most cities do better when we admit what used to be there.”

Tessa startled so hard she nearly sent her coffee flying. She spun in her chair, heart thudding, and saw him standing a few steps away, hands in his pockets, tie draped over one wrist like he had given up on it halfway through the day.

“Sorry,” he added quickly. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

She pressed a hand to her chest, trying to gather the fragments of her composure. “You didn’t. I just... thought I was alone.”

“You were, until I lost an argument with my inbox,” he said, a corner of his mouth lifting. “And the zoning board. And the grant committee. Long story.”

Up close, the lines at the corners of his eyes were more visible than they had been across the conference room table. They were not harsh, just etched, a map of years she could only guess at. He looked tired, the way people who were used to carrying responsibility often looked at the end of the day, but there was nothing sharp in his expression.

“You are Tessa, right?” he asked. “Tessa Monroe. Riverside proposal.”

She nodded, grateful that her name had survived somewhere in the stacked folders of his mind. “Yes. I was just making some final adjustments before sending the draft.”

He stepped closer, but not too close, leaving enough space that she did not feel boxed in. He glanced at the screen, then at the second monitor, where the alternate version of the plan was still open.

“Can I?” he asked, gesturing toward the empty chair at the next desk.

“Of course,” she said, and hated how formal her voice sounded.

He pulled the chair over, turned it slightly so he was not directly behind her, and sat down. For a moment, they both watched the two plans in silence, twin riverfronts frozen in mid-argument.

“I heard some of the community comments from last week,” he said. “I watched the recording after I signed the paperwork. Good sound system in that hall.”

Tessa let out a breath she had not realized she was holding. “They don’t want a mall.”

“They almost never do,” he replied. “Retail is easiest to monetize and quickest to regret.”

There was a warmth in his tone that made her think he had stood in enough town halls to know the pattern by heart. Proposal, pushback, compromise, construction.

“I kept the pedestrian access wide,” she said defensively, as if he had already criticized her. “It’s safer at night, and it allows for events. Markets, outdoor concerts. Things like that.”

“I see that.” He leaned forward, studying the screen. “And it’s solid. Clean, functional. Nobody could accuse this of being careless.”

It sounded like a compliment, but something in the way he said it made her stomach dip. Careful. Responsible. Safe. Those words had always been praised in her world.

“But?” she prompted, before she could talk herself out of it.

He glanced at her, surprised and, she thought, a little impressed that she had asked. “But,” he said slowly, “I’m wondering if this is the version you think the council wants, or if this is the version you would fight for if nobody told you no yet.”

She frowned. “There is no point designing something they will reject on principle.”

“Sometimes there is,” he said. “Sometimes you put the version you believe in on the table first, so that when they start cutting, there is still something left that means something. If you begin from compromise, by the time everyone is done, all you have is a nice walkway and a plaque nobody reads.”

Tessa twirled the pen in her hand, a habit she had tried to break. “I don’t even know what the version I believe in looks like.”

“Yes, you do,” he said quietly. “You were there. You heard them. You took notes. Your face changed when the woman talked about feeding ducks with her father. That is not something you can calculate in square footage, but it is not imaginary.”

She felt heat creep up the back of her neck. She had not realized he had been watching her face.

“I have guidelines,” she said, falling back on the words she trusted. “Budget, regulations, accessibility. And we have a timeline. They want ground broken by the end of the year.”

“Timelines are suggestions,” he said. “Well, no. They are real. But they are more flexible than feelings. When you ignore feelings, they disappear for a while and then they come back in ways that are much harder to manage.”

She thought of her own timeline, the ages and milestones muted in ink across the pages of her journal. She thought of how it had started to feel less like a promise and more like a deadline she was constantly failing to meet.

“I do not design with feelings,” she said, more sharply than she intended. “I design with data.”

There was a pause. Instead of pulling back, instead of reading her tone as defiance, he simply nodded, as if she had told him a fact about the weather.

“Data tells you where people are,” he said. “Feelings tell you why they stay. Cities are always built on both, whether we admit it or not.”

The vacuum cleaner down the hall cut off, plunging them into deeper silence. Outside, the river caught the last reflection of the sky, holding onto a strip of pale blue as the city lights took over.

“Show me what you shelved,” he said. “The version you thought was too messy, or too risky, or too late to start from now.”

“I do not have one,” she protested.

He smiled then, a slow, knowing curve of his mouth. “Tessa, every designer I have ever met has a folder called ‘drafts’ or ‘maybe’ or ‘later.’ If you are truly the first exception, I will personally apologize to the entire department.”

Her cheeks warmed. She clicked out of the open plans and hesitated only a second before opening another file, one she had labeled Riverside Sketches and told herself was just for fun. It was a mess of overlapping layers, half-finished ideas, and annotations in her own hurried handwriting. There were seating nooks tucked into pockets of greenery, a terraced platform that dipped closer to the water, and a small, angled deck of old timber that jutted into the river like a memory refusing to be erased.

Callum leaned in. His knees were close enough to hers that she could feel the warmth of him, but he did not shift any closer. His attention was on full screen.

“There it is,” he murmured. “The place where someone like that woman and her father might sit and throw crumbs at ducks that no longer technically live here.”

“It is not practical,” she said. “The maintenance alone—”

“It's a nightmare,” he agreed. “And yet, this is the first version where I can see people choosing to come here for no reason other than it feels like theirs.”

She swallowed. Nobody had ever spoken about her designs like that. Clients talked about efficiency, cost-saving, compliance. Colleagues talked about cleverness, problem-solving, the way she could get things approved. “Feels like theirs” was not a metric she had ever allowed herself to consider measurable.

“I was going to delete it,” she confessed. “It felt childish. Indulgent.”

“Keeping parts of the old dock line is not childish,” he said. “It is honest. This city was built on those docks. Passing this story will not make people forget it. It will only tell them that we, the people in these offices, value the photo in the annual report more than we value their memories.”

His voice had shifted, carrying something deeper, the echo of a loss that had nothing to do with waterfronts. Tessa looked at him, really looked this time, and saw the faint shadows under his eyes, the ring mark on his left hand that had long since grown pale but not disappeared, the way his shoulders seemed built to hold more than one life at a time.

“How do you...” She paused, searching for the right words. “How do you know when you are feeling too much and not planning enough?”

He considered the question, then said, “When your plans make you feel smaller instead of braver, they are not plans anymore. They are cages. Good plans should scare you a little because they ask you to grow, not because they punish you for wanting something different.”

The words landed somewhere beneath her ribs, in a place she had been careful not to visit. For a moment, the Riverside project faded, and all she could see was her own carefully drawn timeline, the one that had begun to feel like a graph she was failing to keep up with.

“You make it sound simple,” she said.

“It is not simple,” he replied. “But you do not have to fix both your life and this riverfront tonight. Let us start with the river. We can be selfish about our own messes later.”

She laughed then, startled by the warmth in the sound. “We?”

“We,” he repeated. “Unless you would prefer I sign off on the safe version and leave you to argue with it alone when the community tells us we missed the point.”

She looked back at the screen. On one side, the safe plan waited, smooth and glossy and acceptable. On the other, her messy, layered sketches glowed with their imperfect, stubborn attempt to hold onto history.

“My timeline says I should not be here this late,” she said lightly, still staring at the screen.

“Does your timeline also dictate what nights you are allowed to be brave?” he asked.

She exhaled slowly. With a few clicks, she saved a new file, combining the structural reliability of the first plan with the anchored, memory-rich corners of the second. Old lines overlaid with new supports. Hidden seating under canopies of trees. A small platform, half-restored timber and half steel, stubbornly reaching toward the water.

“There,” she said. “A version I will regret if I never at least try to defend it.”

“Good,” he said softly. “Those are the only ones worth presenting.”

They worked side by side for another hour, adjusting sightlines, checking accessibility, and adding notes for environmental impact assessments. He asked questions that made her think, not just about compliance but about story. She pushed back when his ideas felt too idealistic for their budget, and he listened, adjusted, and occasionally smiled when she fought harder than she realized she was capable of.

At some point, he shrugged into his coat, the movement smooth and practiced.

“I should let you go,” he said. “I promised my daughter I would not become one of those dads who lives at the office. She is at that age where she notices everything.”

Tessa nodded, closing her files, feeling strangely reluctant to return to the quiet of her apartment. “Thank you for staying,” she said. “For... challenging the safe version.”

“Thank you for not deleting the honest one,” he replied. “Send me this draft when you are ready. I will review it in the morning.”

He started toward the door, then paused and looked back.

“Tessa?”

“Yes?”

“For what it is worth,” he said, “there is nothing childish about wanting a place to sit by the water and remember who you were before everything became about ticking boxes. Cities need those spaces. So do we.”

He left with a small nod, the door clicking softly behind him.

The office felt larger without him, the empty chairs and dark screens suddenly obvious. Tessa stood, stretching the stiffness from her shoulders, and walked to the window. The river moved steadily below, carrying reflections of office towers, apartment lights, and the odd stray boat cutting through the dark.

She pressed her forehead lightly against the cool glass and closed her eyes.

Her life plan did not include late-night collaboration with a man fifteen years older than her, whose presence made her feel both exposed and strangely seen. It did not include the warmth in her chest when he said we, or the way her body had registered his nearness, not as danger but as a kind of quiet, grounded gravity.

She told herself it was nothing. Professional respect, that was all. Admiration for a mind that asked questions hers had never been trained to consider.

Even so, as she gathered her things and turned off her lamp, one line from earlier refused to quiet.

When your plans make you feel smaller instead of braver, they are not plans anymore. They are cages.

Walking out into the cool night air, the city humming around her, Tessa felt the faintest crack in the walls she had built around her own heart. It was not a collapse, not even a fracture. Just a hairline line where new light might one day find its way in.

She pulled her coat tighter, checked the time, and told herself she would redraw her schedule tomorrow. Tonight, for the first time in a very long while, she let herself simply walk by the river, imagining a future version of the promenade where people sat on an old-new deck, feet dangling over the water, feeling that the place belonged to them.

She did not know yet that somewhere in that imagined future, there would be another version of herself, sitting at that very edge with the man who was older than every plan she had ever made, and exactly what she wanted.
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Chapter One – The Version I Never Planned For
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By morning, Tessa had almost convinced herself that the previous night would shrink in the daylight. That working late with her new director was nothing more than what ambitious junior staff did when big projects landed in their laps. That the way his words had lodged under her ribs was just the lingering adrenaline of being taken seriously.

The city of Evercrest woke slowly outside her bedroom window, the muted sound of buses and early commuters threading through the thin glass. Her alarm had long since gone off; she had let it ring twice, then silenced it, lying on her back and staring at the faint cracks in the ceiling paint as if they were alternate routes her life could have taken.

She finally swung her legs over the side of the bed and sat there, toes pressed to the cool wooden floor, letting habit catch up. Shower. Clothes. Coffee. Spreadsheet. The familiar order steadied her like handrails on a staircase. By the time she buttoned her soft blue blouse and tucked it into her charcoal skirt, she could almost feel anonymity settling over her armor. At work she was competent, meticulous, the woman people trusted with tight deadlines and complicated zoning questions. Whatever had cracked open in her the night before could be folded back under professional layers.

Her phone buzzed on the kitchen counter while she poured coffee into a travel mug.

Sienna: Are we still on? Or has the city stolen you for breakfast too now?

Tessa smiled despite herself. The cafe near the office had become their unofficial morning checkpoint, a fifteen-minute buffer where life plans and panics could be spoken out loud before they both disappeared into their screens.

Tessa: On. Five-minute delay. Blame the vacuum cleaner that messed with my sleep schedule.

Sienna: You and your vendetta against cleaning appliances. See you soon. Don’t let anyone crush your soul before pastry.

On the short walk to the cafe, the air held that in-between temperature that couldn’t decide if it was done being cold. The river lay a few blocks away, out of sight but not out of mind; she could almost feel where the future promenade might be, like a second heartbeat under the pavement. She found herself scanning the line of the horizon for a glimpse of old timber beams and shook her head. It was too early to be romantic about infrastructure.

The bell above the cafe door chimed as she stepped inside. Warmth and the scent of baked sugar wrapped around her. Sienna was already there, curled into the corner booth, dark hair piled up in a loose knot, laptop closed but notebook open, a pen tucked behind her ear like an accessory. The morning light from the wide front window caught on the gold studs in her ears, making her look like she glowed from the inside out.

“You look... awake,” Sienna said, eyes narrowing as Tessa slid into the seat opposite her. “That is suspicious for someone who messaged me a deck revision at eleven forty-three p.m.”

“Don’t start,” Tessa muttered, wrapping her fingers around the paper cup. “I am awake by necessity, not by choice.”

Sienna tilted her head. “Late-night work session?”

“Yes.”

“With the new director?”

Tessa froze, then forced a shrug that she hoped looked careless. “He was still in the office." We looked at the Riverside draft together. It’s his first big project in Evercrest; of course he wanted to see what we’re doing.”

Sienna’s eyebrows climbed. “Tessa Monroe, are you casually telling me you had a private design jam with the highest-ranking man in your department and you didn’t lead with that?”

“It wasn’t private,” Tessa protested. “The cleaning staff were there. Somewhere.”

“In the other half of the building,” Sienna said dryly. “So basically you and your mysterious, older architect boss and a vacuum cleaner. Sounds like the beginning of a very specific kind of movie.”

Tessa nudged her foot under the table. “Stop it. He’s my director. And he’s... older.”

“Older is a description, not a verdict,” Sienna replied. “How old are we talking? Ten years? Fifteen?”

“Fifteen,” Tessa said, reluctantly impressed and annoyed that Sienna had guessed so quickly. “He’s forty-one. At least, that’s what the Facilities whispered after they processed his ID badge.”

Sienna sat back, grin widening. “Forty-one,” she repeated, as if tasting the number. “That is not ancient. That is... fully formed. That’s a man who probably knows how to buy furniture that doesn’t come in a flat pack.”

“Exactly,” Tessa said. “He’s done all the big things already. Marriage. A child. Losing someone.”

The last part slipped out before she could stop it. She had noticed the pale band on his ring finger, the way it did not match any current jewelry, but she had not meant to say it out loud.

Sienna’s expression softened instantly, teasing replaced by quiet curiosity. “He’s widowed?”

“I think so,” Tessa said. “He didn’t say. But there are... signs.” She waved a hand helplessly. “It’s not my business.”

“Right now it isn’t,” Sienna agreed. “Right now he is your boss and the person who can either champion your ‘please don’t make this waterfront a mall’ design or bury it in committee.”

Tessa stared into her coffee. “He told me timelines are suggestions. Those plans are cages if they make you feel smaller instead of braver.”

Sienna’s pen slipped from behind her ear and clattered onto the table. “He said that? To you?”

“Yes.”

“And you didn’t immediately fall in love with him?”

“Absolutely not,” Tessa said, a little too quickly. “I disagreed with him. Mostly.”

“Uh-huh.” Sienna reached for her own cup, watching her over the lid. “Look, I’m not saying break all your rules and run away with the broody architect. But maybe... let the idea exist in the same universe as you. You’ve been living inside a spreadsheet for years.”

“My rules exist for a reason,” Tessa said. “No one is more than five years older. No colleagues in direct power over me. No men with kids. It’s messy. It complicates everything.”

Sienna folded her arms. “Your rules were written when you were, what, twenty-two? Still in grad school, living on instant noodles and caffeine? Maybe they need an update.”

“They’ve kept me safe,” Tessa countered. “You remember my mother’s life. The revolving door of men who promised stability and came with nothing but chaos. I am not interested in re-enacting that.”

“And I would chain myself to your front door if I saw you walking into that kind of chaos,” Sienna said quietly. “But there is a difference between ‘chaotic unreliable man who drains your bank account’ and ‘older man who knows who he is, has responsibilities, and maybe challenges your ideas in a good way.’ You’re allowed to make distinctions.”

Tessa stared at a crumb on the table, tracing a circle around it with the edge of her cup. “You’re getting ahead of yourself. Nothing is happening. We worked on a plan. He pushed me to defend the version I believed in. That’s it.”

“For now,” Sienna said. “Just... promise me one thing?”

Tessa sighed. “What?”

“If something does happen—if you notice something, feel something—don’t shut it down just because it doesn’t fit on your original timeline. Look at it. Name it. Then decide. Don’t auto-delete.”

The word delete made Tessa think of the file she had nearly erased, the one Callum had coaxed into the light with a few simple, infuriatingly accurate comments.

“I’ll try,” she said finally. “But right now my only goal is to get through the morning meeting without turning into an accidental case study for office gossip.”

“Too late,” Sienna said cheerfully. “You are already halfway there. But I believe in your ability to look flawlessly professional while quietly combusting.”

They finished their coffee with lighter conversation—clients, fonts, a nightmare project Sienna was trying to salvage for a bakery that loved the color mustard a little too much—but the words about timelines and cages hummed in the back of Tessa’s mind like a distant engine.

By the time she reached the municipal building, the lobby was humming with movement. City employees swiped badges, security guards nodded, the faint echo of hurried heels on tile bounced off the high ceilings. Tessa joined the stream, letting the familiar ritual of the elevator ride and the walk down the corridor pull her back into work mode.

The design department’s corner of the floor smelled faintly of paper and coffee and the citrus cleaner the janitorial team favored. Posters of past projects lined the walls—parks and playgrounds and community centers, all captured in bright, carefully edited photographs that made everything look more alive than it sometimes felt in person.

Marcel, one of the senior planners, was already by the glass-walled conference room, adjusting his tie and complaining into his phone about parking rates. He hung up as she approached and gave her a short nod.

“Big day, Monroe,” he said. “Are you ready to introduce your love letter to the river?”

She bristled. “It’s a multi-layered community-centered proposal, not a love letter.”

“Same difference if the director likes it,” he replied. “Just make sure the cost estimates don’t give the council a heart attack. They scare easily when it’s an election year.”

Tessa moved past him and set up her laptop at the end of the glossy conference table. She plugged into the projector, watching the Riverside visuals spring to life on the screen at the far wall: the old dock lines traced in darker wood, the terraced seating, the almost fragile walkway merging reclaimed timber with new steel.

She had finished refining it after Callum left the night before, staying another hour to anchor every feeling in something measurable—maintenance schedules, load-bearing calculations, estimated costs. If anyone accused her of being impractical, she wanted to have numbers sharp enough to cut the argument off at the knees.

The rest of the team filtered in, settling into chairs with murmured greetings and the rustle of notepads. There was a subtle shift in the room’s energy when Callum arrived, not loud or dramatic, just a quiet recalibration as conversations paused and then resumed in lower tones. He carried a folder under one arm and a stainless steel travel mug in his hand, his jacket open over a pale shirt.

“Good morning,” he said, taking a seat near the center of the table. “Sorry, a zoning appeal ran long.”

No one pointed out that zoning appeals were rarely scheduled before nine a.m. The lie, if it was one, was gentle and unnecessary, and that somehow made it feel kind.

He glanced at the screen, then at Tessa. “Ready, Monroe?”

She swallowed, then nodded. “Yes.”

He gestured for her to begin.

She stood, palms briefly slick against the edge of the table, and launched into the presentation. The words came more easily than she’d feared. She talked about the existing conditions—the decaying docks, the safety concerns, the underused potential. She moved into the core design moves: maintaining the footprint of the original structures in subtle ways, carving out different kinds of seating for different bodies and needs, allowing the river to be the main event rather than the backdrop for commerce.

While she spoke, she watched the room without appearing to watch. A few faces stayed blank, waiting for numbers. A few younger colleagues leaned forward, interested. Marcel’s brow furrowed when she described the reclaimed timber platform that extended over the water.

“Maintenance on that will be a nightmare,” he interrupted. “And liability. What happens when the wood ages?”

Tessa had anticipated the question. “We’ve factored in a maintenance schedule,” she said calmly. “The timber will be treated, and we’re pairing it with steel support beneath. The visible layer is legacy; the skeleton is modern. If we build it correctly, it will age visibly but safely, the way old brick does when it’s cared for instead of replaced.”

Another planner, Lila, tapped her pen. “Why not replace the timber altogether and use a printed pattern in the stone to reference the old docks? It would be cheaper and easier to maintain.”

“Because a pattern in stone is a photograph of memory,” Callum said before Tessa could respond. “Beautiful, but distant. Actual timber carries texture. It lets people touch the past while standing in the present. There’s value in that.”

He turned his attention to Tessa. “But it only works if the numbers do. Do they?”

She flipped to the budget slide. “We’re slightly higher than the blank-stone alternative in the initial build, but over twenty years the maintenance costs level out. And community engagement increases significantly in spaces where people feel connected to the story, which tends to correlate with better use and lower vandalism. We’ve pulled case studies from two comparable cities.”

“Which are in the appendix,” Callum added, almost as if they had rehearsed. “I’ve reviewed them. They’re solid.”

Marcel leaned back, arms crossed. “You’re asking the council to choose something messier and more sentimental over something easy and clean.”

“Yes,” Tessa said. “Respectfully, yes.”

The room went quiet for a moment. Her heart thumped in her ears. She felt, faintly, as if she were standing on the edge of the very dock she wanted to build, toes over the water.

Callum’s gaze rested on her, steady. “I am inclined to agree with her,” he said. “We’ve all seen what happens when a city swaps out every rough edge for something smooth and anonymous. People stop seeing their lives in the landscape. They pass through instead of lingering. We want them to linger.”

He looked around the table. “This is a draft,” he continued. “We’ll refine. But I would like us to move forward with Monroe’s version as the working base, not the stripped-down alternative. If the council pushes back, we will argue from here, not from a pre-compromised position.”

The knot in Tessa’s stomach loosened a fraction. Working base. We. It should not matter as much as it did. She focused on keeping her face neutral, purely professional, as conversation resumed.

They spent the next forty minutes debating sightlines and shade structures, access points and lighting. Callum directed questions to different people, pulling quieter colleagues into the discussion, occasionally circling back to Tessa to ask how a suggested change would impact the integrity of the design. She answered carefully, aware that every word was building or eroding her credibility.

When the meeting finally adjourned, chairs scraping back and laptops snapping shut, Tessa felt both drained and oddly energized. As people filed out, Callum lingered by the door, speaking briefly to Marcel about a separate project.

“Tessa?” he called as she gathered her things. “A word, if you have a minute.”

Her instincts flared in two directions at once: one wanting to flee to the safety of her desk, the other unwilling to squander a chance to understand how the man who now held significant sway over her career thought about her work.

“Of course,” she said, crossing to join him.

He waited until the room emptied, then closed the door halfway, leaving it visibly ajar. The small gesture sent a quiet message: this is not a secret; this is simply a conversation.

“You did well,” he said. “You defended your choices without getting defensive. There’s a difference, and you handled it.”

“Thank you,” she said, not trusting herself to say more.

“But this promenade is not going to be designed entirely from behind a desk,” he continued. “We need to go down there. Walk it. Hear how it sounds under our feet right now.”

“I’ve been a few times,” she said. “For measurements, photographs.”

“Alone?”

She nodded.

“Good,” he said. “Go again. But this weekend, I want a small group down there together. You, Lila, maybe one of the accessibility consultants. I’ll come too. We can mark sightlines, feel the wind pattern, see who is using it as it is now.”

“This weekend?” she repeated, the word snagging on the part of her brain that had already allotted Saturday morning to laundry, grocery shopping, financial spreadsheets, and a video call with her mother.

“Yes,” he said. “If you’re available. I know it’s short notice.”

She hesitated. Saturday mornings were her sacred territory, the only segment of time she guarded like expensive real estate. Giving one up to work, even for a project she cared about, felt like a small betrayal of the balance she had carved out.

But another thought followed quickly on its heels: If I say no, someone else will go. Someone else will stand where I want to build and have opinions that shape the details.

She saw, in a quick flash, a version of this project where compromises stacked in small, invisible increments until it no longer resembled the honest, flawed, human space she had imagined.

“I can adjust,” she said, surprising herself with the certainty in her voice. “Saturday works.”

He watched her, as if weighing that answer against an invisible set of scales. “All right,” he said. “Ten a.m., by the old dock entrance. Dress for uneven surfaces and potentially uncooperative weather.”

She smiled faintly. “So exactly like city politics.”

He laughed, the sound low and warm. “You’re quicker than you let on in meetings, Monroe.”

“I prefer to run my drafts internally before submitting them,” she said.

“A wise habit,” he replied. “Just make sure you don’t keep all the best ones in the ‘maybe’ folder forever.”

There it was again, that uncanny knack for nudging at the places she tried to keep hidden. She cleared her throat. “Is there anything else you need from me before the council briefing?”

“For now, no,” he said. “Send me the latest version with your notes by the end of the day. And consider this an official nudge to get out from behind your screen more. You see things differently when your shoes are on the ground.”

She nodded and slipped out of the room, feeling oddly off-balance, as if someone had tilted the floor a few degrees and she was the only one trying not to slide.

Back at her desk, the familiar clutter of sticky notes and neatly stacked folders greeted her. She sat down, opened the Riverside file, and stared at the plans without quite seeing them. The email window blinked patiently in the corner, waiting for her to attach the draft.

Her phone lit up with a new message from Sienna.

Sienna: How did it go? Did your director crush your artistic soul or adopt it?

Tessa: He backed the messy version. I want a site visit on Saturday. Small team.

There was a three-dot pause that seemed longer than it probably was.

Sienna: Saturday. As in your sacred life-admin day. With the forty-one-year-old director. On the waterfront. Alone?

Tessa: Not alone. Small team. Work.

Sienna: Work can still be chemistry-laced.

Tessa: Stop naming things that don’t exist.

Sienna: Fine. But in case you feel like they might start existing, I’m here. Also, I’m coming over tonight. You can’t back out. We’re redesigning your “rules” document.

Tessa’s fingers hovered over the keyboard.

Tessa: My rules are fine.

Sienna: So is being twenty-six and letting life surprise you. See you at seven.

She put the phone facedown, as if that could mute both the notification and the truth underneath it. Her rules had always been her defense against becoming a cautionary tale. But lately, she had started to suspect they might also be keeping her from living a story at all.

Across the room, through the glass wall of his office, she could see Callum at his desk, head bent over a stack of papers, pen moving in quick, precise strokes. A framed photograph sat near his computer, turned at an angle that made it hard to see clearly. But she could make out the outline of two figures—an adult and a child, standing by what looked like a shoreline.

She looked away quickly, forcing her gaze back to her screen.

He was her director. He was older. He had a daughter and a history and a whole life that existed long before hers intersected with it. The rules she had written years ago were unambiguous about men like him.

And yet, as she attached the file and typed a short, professional message—Please find attached the revised Riverside draft with notes from this morning’s discussion—her heart beat a shade faster than usual, as if it had picked up on a new variable her brain had not yet acknowledged.

At ten fifty-three a.m., she hit send.

At ten fifty-four, an email popped up in response.

Subject: Re: Riverside Draft – Updated

Message: Got it. Thank you, Tessa. This looks strong. We’ll discuss some details on the site Saturday. Try to get some air in the meantime that isn’t fluorescent-lit.

Best,
C.
She stared at the brief message, at the way her first name looked there, unadorned by title or formality. It meant nothing, she told herself. He was a new director trying to build rapport with his team. He probably wrote to everyone like that.

Even so, she did something she almost never did in the middle of the day. She stood up, took her coffee cup, and walked to the far window overlooking the river.

The water moved, indifferent to human timelines. It carried whatever fell into it—light, leaves, lost plans—out toward a horizon that refused to be scheduled.

Somewhere under her ribs, in that hairline crack the night before had opened, the faintest idea began to form: that maybe, just maybe, not every deviation from her carefully drawn path was a crisis. Some might be an invitation.

She did not have to accept it. Not yet.

But as she watched a gust of wind ruffle the surface of the river into small, bright waves, she allowed herself, for the first time, to admit that the version of her life she had never planned for might not be the disaster she had always feared. It might, someday, look a little like a reclaimed dock: weathered, risky, stubbornly honest—and more hers than anything smooth and polished could ever be.
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Chapter Two – The Weekend I Loaned My Plans to the Wind
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By the time Friday evening slid around, the idea of giving up her Saturday morning still sat in Tessa’s chest like a stone she kept shifting from one side to the other. Every time she opened her calendar app, she felt a flicker of unease at the way the neat blocks of “budget review,” “laundry,” and “call Mom” now had a new entry jammed between them: “Riverside site visit – 10 a.m.” It looked harmless on the screen, just text. On the inside of her skin, it felt bigger, as if she had cracked open the door to a room she usually kept locked.

She told herself it was about the project. That was the easiest lie to reach for and, in fairness, partly true. The promenade mattered in a way her other assignments had not. It touched the city’s memory, the way people spoke about their fathers and grandparents and the dockworkers who had unloaded ships in winters so brutal the river seemed to sulk for months afterward. She wanted to make it right. If that meant sacrificing one Saturday, it was a reasonable exchange.

At six forty-five, her doorbell rang.

Sienna never knocked like a normal person. She pressed the button in two short bursts, like a secret code, then immediately leaned on it a third time for emphasis. Tessa had once pointed out that this was unnecessary, that the first ring always worked. Sienna had replied that some doors, both literal and metaphorical, needed insistence.

Now
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