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  Chapter one
Return to Suburbia


The tires crunched over loose gravel as Rachel Bangmore guided her little sedan into the driveway of her childhood home. The late afternoon sun hung heavy over the quiet cul-de-sac, turning the asphalt sticky and filling the air with the sweet, familiar scent of cut grass and neighborly barbecues. After nine months of cramped dorms, late-night papers, and the chaotic freedom of college life, the suburban stillness felt almost foreign. She killed the engine and sat for a moment, fingers still wrapped around the steering wheel. 
Twenty-one years old, a college senior with a head full of half-formed dreams, and yet pulling up to this neat two-story colonial made her feel like a kid again. Her parents had left a note on the kitchen counter saying they were at her aunt's for the weekend. Typical. Rachel smiled despite herself. Some things never changed.
Before she could even open her door, a high-pitched squeal cut through the humid air. Carol Cordon came sprinting across the shared lawn that separated their houses, her shoulder-length blonde hair bouncing with every step. Rachel barely had time to step out before her best friend crashed into her, wrapping her in a fierce, perfume-scented hug.
"Ri! Oh my god, you're actually here. I thought you'd never escape that stupid campus." Carol's voice was bright and fast, exactly as Rachel remembered. She pulled back, gripping Rachel's shoulders, blue eyes sparkling. "Look at you. Your hair got so long. And are those new freckles? College agrees with you."
Rachel laughed, the sound loosening something tight in her chest. "Brookie, I missed you so much. The last two weeks of finals felt like they would never end." She glanced toward the Cordon house, its familiar brick facade and perfectly trimmed hedges. "Is your mom home? I brought those cookies she likes from that bakery near campus."
Carol waved a dismissive hand, already reaching into the backseat to grab one of Rachel's bags. "She's here but buried in work stuff as usual. Dad's been in the backyard all day measuring something. He's obsessed with this renovation. You'll see. Come on, help me get your crap inside and then you're coming to dinner. No arguments."
They hauled Rachel's suitcases into the Bangmore house, the familiar creak of the wooden floors and the faint lemon polish smell wrapping around her like a hug. As they dumped everything in her old bedroom, Carol chattered nonstop about her own semester, the cute barista at the campus coffee shop, and how her little brother was now taller than both of them. Rachel listened, smiling, but part of her was already aware of the house next door in a way she couldn't quite name.
Later, after a quick shower to wash off the road grime, Rachel changed into a simple sundress the color of ripe peaches. It skimmed her slender frame, the thin straps showing off the light freckles across her shoulders. She twisted her long, wavy auburn hair into a loose knot, a few strands escaping to frame her green eyes. When she looked in the mirror, she saw the same girl who'd left for college last fall, but something in her expression felt different. Sharper. More curious.
"Ready?" Carol called from downstairs.
The walk across the lawn took less than thirty seconds, but the early evening light painted everything golden. Rachel could hear birds in the trees and the distant hum of a lawnmower. As they stepped through the Cordon's back gate, she noticed the backyard for the first time. Stakes and string marked out new flower beds. A pile of lumber sat neatly stacked near the workshop. Max had clearly been busy.
The thought of him sent an unexpected flicker through her stomach. She pushed it away. He was Carol's dad. She'd known him since she was twelve.
Inside, the house smelled like garlic and fresh basil. Lauren Cordon stood at the kitchen island, chopping tomatoes with precise movements. She wore a crisp white blouse and tailored pants, her sleek dark hair pulled into a low bun. Even at home she looked ready for a boardroom.
"Rachel, sweetheart," Lauren said, offering a quick smile without quite looking up from her phone, which buzzed on the counter. "So good to have you back. College treating you well?"
"Yes, Mrs. Cordon. It's been intense, but I loved it." Rachel kept her voice polite and soft, the way she always did around Carol's parents. "Thank you for having me over."
Lauren waved her hand. "Please, call me Lauren. And of course. You're basically family." Her phone buzzed again. She glanced at it, forehead creasing. "Excuse me one second. This email from Tokyo won't wait."
Carol rolled her eyes at Rachel as her mother stepped into the next room, already tapping at her screen. "See? Distracted as usual. At least Dad made his famous lasagna. Come on, he's probably in the dining room."
The dining room opened off the kitchen, warm light spilling from a wrought-iron chandelier. Max Cordon stood at the head of the long oak table, setting down a heavy ceramic dish. Rachel's breath caught for just a second.
He looked... different.
At six-foot-two, Max had always been tall, but the last year had carved away any softness. His broad shoulders stretched the fabric of a simple gray button-down, sleeves rolled to his elbows to reveal forearms corded with muscle from what must have been hours of manual labor. Salt-and-pepper hair caught the light, neatly styled but with a slight wave that suggested he had run his hands through it while working. His strong jaw was freshly shaved, and when he turned toward the doorway, his intense dark eyes seemed to pull all the air from the room.
Rachel had never noticed the way his presence commanded a space before. Not like this.
"Rachel," he said, his deep voice carrying that calm authority she remembered from years of him directing contractors and coaching Carol's soccer games. A small smile touched his lips. "Look at you. All grown up and home for the summer. How long has it been?"
"Nine months, Mr. Cordon." She stepped forward, suddenly aware of her bare legs beneath the sundress, the way the hem brushed her thighs. "It's good to see you."
He held her gaze a fraction longer than necessary. Something flickered there, unreadable, before he gestured to the table. "None of that Mr. Cordon nonsense tonight. Max is fine. Sit. The lasagna will get cold."
Carol slid into her usual seat, chattering about how Rachel had to hear about the horrible dorm food she'd survived all year. Rachel took the chair across from Max, the heavy wooden table suddenly feeling far too narrow. Lauren returned, slipping her phone into her pocket with a distracted sigh.
"Sorry about that," she said, taking her seat at the opposite end. "One of my clients is having a crisis with their new Shanghai office. Max, this looks wonderful. Did you use the fresh basil from the garden?"
"I did." Max served generous portions, his movements precise and confident. When he passed Rachel's plate, their fingers brushed. The contact was brief, just the rough edge of his thumb against her knuckle, but heat flashed up her arm. She pulled back quickly, focusing on the steam rising from the melted cheese.
"So tell us everything," Carol demanded, fork waving. "Did you finally hook up with that guy from your psych class? The one with the tattoos?"
Rachel felt her cheeks warm. "Brookie, not at dinner."
Max's dark eyes lifted to hers across the table. There was no judgment there, only a steady curiosity that made her shift in her seat. "Your mother and I are well aware that college students have lives, Rachel. No need to censor on our account."
His voice had dropped slightly, the timbre of it sliding over her skin like warm oil. She swallowed hard and took a bite of lasagna to buy time. The flavors exploded on her tongue, rich and perfectly seasoned, but she barely tasted it.
Lauren's phone vibrated again. She glanced at the screen, lips pressing into a thin line. "I really should take this. It's the Tokyo team." Without waiting for a response, she rose and disappeared into the kitchen, her heels clicking on the tile.
The tension in the room shifted the moment she left. Not dramatically. Just enough that Rachel became hyperaware of every small sound: the clink of silverware, Carol's cheerful humming as she ate, the low hum of the ceiling fan. And Max. Always Max, watching with that quiet intensity.
"The backyard looks like it's going to be amazing," Rachel offered, desperate to fill the silence with something safe. "I saw the stakes when we came in."
Max leaned back in his chair, the fabric of his shirt pulling across his chest. "It's a passion project. I've been designing a new deck, outdoor kitchen, some built-in seating. Turns out I'm not half bad with my hands." The corner of his mouth quirked. "Years of architecture work finally paying off in the real world."
Rachel's mind supplied a dozen images she immediately tried to banish. Those hands measuring planks. Those hands gripping tools. Those hands...
She cleared her throat. "I'd love to see the plans sometime. I'm taking some design electives this year. Maybe I could learn a thing or two."
His eyes locked on hers again. This time the look lingered. The air between them thickened, charged with something neither of them acknowledged. Rachel's pulse thrummed in her throat. She noticed the faint scar near his left eyebrow, the way his salt-and-pepper stubble was just beginning to show along his jaw even though he'd shaved. He was forty-five, maybe forty-six. Old enough to be...
Carol remained blissfully unaware, scrolling through her phone between bites. "Dad, you should totally let Rachel help. She's super artistic. Remember that treehouse we built in sixth grade? Hers looked like a magazine. Mine looked like a drunk raccoon made it."
Max chuckled, the sound low and warm. "I remember. Your mother still has the photos. Rachel always did have an eye for detail." His gaze drifted over her face, down to the delicate line of her collarbone visible above the sundress, then back up. "You've changed this year. There's a confidence in you now. It's... striking."
The compliment landed like a stone in still water. Rachel felt it ripple through her body, settling low in her belly. She was supposed to say thank you. Something polite. Instead she held his stare, green eyes meeting dark ones across the candlelit table. The moment stretched. One heartbeat. Two. Three.
Carol looked up from her phone. "What? Did I miss something?"
The spell broke. Max reached for his water glass, the movement casual, controlled. "Just catching up with your friend. It's been a long year for all of us."
Lauren returned then, sliding back into her seat with an apologetic smile. "Crisis averted for now. Rachel, you must tell me about your internship plans. Carol says you're looking at something in marketing?"
The conversation drifted back to safer waters. Rachel answered questions about her classes, her part-time job at the university gallery, the apartment she and Carol hoped to share next year. All the while, she felt Max's attention like a physical touch. Every time she laughed at one of Carol's stories, his eyes would find her. When she reached for the salad bowl, their arms nearly brushed again. The awareness built slowly, a secret current running beneath the normal dinner chatter.
She told herself it was nothing. The natural response of a girl who'd spent too long around immature college boys. Max was handsome in that grown, capable way. Commanding. The kind of man who knew exactly what he wanted and how to get it. But he was also her best friend's father. Married. Off-limits in every possible way.
Still, when he stood to clear the plates, she couldn't help tracking the way his shoulders moved beneath his shirt, the confident stride that spoke of a man comfortable in his own skin. He had filled out even more since last summer. The backyard work had turned whatever softness remained into solid, working muscle. She wondered what it would feel like under her hands.
The thought shocked her so badly she nearly dropped her glass.
"You okay, Ri?" Carol asked, stacking dishes.
"Fine. Just tired from the drive." Rachel forced a smile, the polite mask sliding back into place. "The lasagna was incredible, Max. Thank you."
He paused in the doorway to the kitchen, looking back at her. That same lingering eye contact from earlier returned, heavier now. "Anytime, Rachel. Our door is always open to you. Don't be a stranger this summer."
The words were innocent. The way he said them was not.
Lauren had already retreated to her home office, murmuring something about quarterly reports. Carol dragged Rachel outside to sit on the back porch swing, talking animatedly about a party she wanted to throw in two weeks. Rachel nodded at the right moments, but her mind kept returning to the dining room. To the weight of Max's stare. To the way her body had responded with a flush of heat she couldn't explain.
Later, as she walked back across the lawn under a sky turning deep indigo, Rachel felt the pull of the Cordon house behind her like a magnet. She told herself it was the excitement of being home. The comfort of old friendships. Nothing more.
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