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Keys

The house looked like it had been holding its breath for fifteen years.

Renee Vale pulled the rental car to the curb and killed the engine, but she didn't get out. She sat behind the wheel with her hands at ten and two, staring through the windshield at the craftsman bungalow that had once been the center of her entire world.

It was smaller than she remembered. That was the first thing. The porch that had seemed like a stage when she was twelve — big enough to dance on, to read on, to fall asleep on during summer thunderstorms — was just a porch now. Warped boards. Peeling paint the color of a bruise where it had once been robin's egg blue. The railing sagged on one side like a tired smile.

The garden was gone. Her grandmother's garden — the one with the roses that climbed the trellis and the herbs that made the whole yard smell like a kitchen — was a tangle of weeds and dead stalks. Something that might have been a hydrangea bush had gone feral, sprawling across the walkway like it was trying to block the front door.

Good, Renee thought. Block it. I don't want to go in there anyway.

She checked her phone. Three emails from David, her COO, each one more passive-aggressive than the last. A Slack notification from the analytics team. A calendar reminder for a board call she was going to miss because she was sitting in a rental car in Linden Falls, Michigan, population four thousand and whatever, staring at a dead woman's house.

She silenced the phone and dropped it in her bag.

The lawyer had been apologetic in that Midwestern way — lots of "I'm sorry to bother you" and "I know this is an inconvenience" — when he'd called to tell her the estate had finally cleared probate. Fifteen years of legal tangles, distant cousins contesting the will, a lien from a contractor who'd started a roof repair and never finished. All of it resolved now, which meant the house was officially, legally, irrevocably hers.

Lucky her.

Renee opened the car door and stepped onto the cracked sidewalk. The air hit her immediately — lake air, pine sap, cut grass, the faint mineral smell of wet stone. It smelled like childhood. It smelled like a trap.

She was wearing the wrong shoes. She'd known she would be, and she'd worn them anyway — black Louboutin pumps, red soles, four-inch heels. Armor. The same shoes she wore to shareholder meetings and contract negotiations and the kind of dinners where the bill came on a silver tray. They were ridiculous for a gravel walkway in a small Michigan town, and that was exactly the point. She was not the barefoot girl who'd chased fireflies in this yard. She was Renee Vale, CFO of Meridian Tech, and she was here to handle a piece of real estate.

That was all this was. Real estate.

She pulled the keys from her bag — an old-fashioned ring with two brass keys, tarnished green at the edges, that the lawyer had FedExed to her office in a padded envelope. They'd been sitting in her desk drawer for a week. She'd put a stack of quarterly reports on top of them so she wouldn't have to look at them.

The walkway was cracked and uneven, and she picked her way up it like she was navigating a hostile terrain. Which, emotionally, she was. The porch steps groaned under her weight. The screen door was hanging by one hinge, the mesh torn and curling. She pushed it aside and fitted the key into the front door lock.

It stuck. She jiggled it, twisted, pushed — nothing. For one irrational second, she felt a surge of relief. It won't open. I can't get in. I'll have to leave. Sorry, nothing I can do, the house rejected me—

The lock turned. The door swung inward with a long, low creak that sounded almost human.

The smell hit her first.

Dust. Old wood. Lavender sachets that had dried out years ago but still held a ghost of fragrance. Something floral underneath it all — her grandmother's perfume, maybe, soaked into the walls and the curtains and the bones of the place. White Shoulders. That was the name of it. Renee hadn't thought about that perfume in over a decade, and now it was filling her lungs like a fist.

She stood in the entryway and made herself breathe through her mouth.

The house was cluttered. Not hoarded — her grandmother had been too proud for that — but full. Full of furniture and books and framed photographs and ceramic bowls and throw blankets and the accumulated weight of a woman who had lived in the same house for fifty-three years and never thrown anything away because everything meant something.

Renee moved through the living room, cataloguing. Her brain did this automatically — years of auditing balance sheets had trained her to scan, assess, quantify.

Hardwood floors, original, warped near the windows. Water damage. The ceiling has a brown stain in the northeast corner — roof leak, probably the one the contractor never fixed. Plaster walls, cracking along the east side. Fireplace looks structurally sound but hasn't been serviced. Furniture is estate-sale quality at best.

She ran her fingers along the mantel and they came away gray with dust. A row of framed photographs sat there like little soldiers: her grandmother at her wedding, young and sharp-jawed and beautiful. Her grandmother holding a baby that must have been Renee's mother. Her grandmother and grandfather on this very porch, his arm around her waist, both of them laughing at something outside the frame.

And one of Renee.

She picked it up. Twelve years old, sitting on the porch steps in cut-off shorts and a tank top, legs brown from the sun, grinning so wide it looked like her face might split open. Her hair was in two messy braids. She was holding a popsicle, and it was dripping down her wrist, and she clearly did not care about any of it. She looked wild. Free. Happy in a way that was almost violent.

Renee set the photo face-down in the nearest drawer and shut it.

The kitchen was worse. Stuck in the late eighties — floral wallpaper peeling at the seams, laminate countertops with a cigarette burn near the stove, cabinets painted shut with so many layers they looked like they'd been dipped in marshmallow. The refrigerator had been emptied and unplugged, its door propped open, and the inside had gone yellow. The linoleum floor was lifting at the corners like the house was trying to shed its own skin.

She opened the cabinets one by one. Mismatched dishes. Coffee mugs with slogans: World's Best Grandma. I'd Rather Be Gardening. Lake Life. A set of blue willow plates that Renee recognized with a pang — she'd eaten grilled cheese off those plates every Saturday of every summer until she was sixteen.

She closed the cabinet. Moved on.

The bathroom: pink tile, rust stains in the tub, a toilet that probably hadn't flushed since Obama's first term. The mirror above the sink was spotted with age, and when Renee caught her own reflection, she looked out of place in a way that felt almost violent — her silk blouse and tailored slacks and sharp cheekbones floating in a frame of water-stained wallpaper and mildewed grout.

Upstairs: two bedrooms and a half bath. The master bedroom had her grandmother's four-poster bed, still made up with a white chenille bedspread that had gone ivory with age. The smaller bedroom — Renee's bedroom, the one she'd slept in every summer — had a twin bed with a quilt on it, a bookshelf full of Nancy Drew and Judy Blume, and a window that looked out over the backyard and, beyond it, the silver sliver of the lake.

She stood at that window for a long time.

The lake was still there. Of course it was. It didn't care that she'd left. It didn't care that she'd become someone who wore four-hundred-dollar shoes and drank wine that cost more per bottle than her grandmother spent on groceries in a week. The lake just sat there, flat and silver and indifferent, the same lake she'd swum in naked at midnight when she was seventeen and feeling immortal.

Renee pressed her forehead against the glass. It was cool. The house creaked around her, settling, breathing, doing whatever old houses do when someone finally comes back.

Stop it, she told herself. It's lumber and plaster. It doesn't know you're here.

She went back downstairs and stood in the center of the living room with her hands on her hips, doing what she did best: making a plan.

The numbers were simple. Renovation costs, conservatively, would run sixty to eighty thousand depending on the scope. The house, once updated, could sell for two-fifty, maybe two-seventy-five in the current market. Net profit after costs, taxes, and realtor fees: roughly a hundred and twenty thousand dollars. Not life-changing money for someone at her income level, but enough to justify the time investment.

Time investment. That was a good phrase. Clinical. Professional. Not "the house where I learned to ride a bike" or "the kitchen where Grandma taught me to make pie crust." Time investment.

She pulled out her phone and called the realtor the lawyer had recommended — a woman named Christine Huang who had the kind of brisk, competent energy Renee appreciated.

"Christine, it's Renee Vale. I'm at the property. I want to renovate and sell. How fast can we move?"

"Depends on the contractor," Christine said. "For a house like that, you want someone who knows old construction. There's really only one person I'd recommend in Linden Falls."

"Who?"

"Joss Calder. Runs a company called Calder Builds. She's the best in the county — maybe the region. She did the Morrison house on Birch Lane and the old schoolhouse conversion on Main. She's good."

"Can she work fast?"

A pause. "She can work well. Fast is a separate conversation."

"I need both."

"Then you'll need to have that conversation with Joss." Christine gave her the number. "Fair warning — she's got opinions."

"So do I," Renee said.

She hung up and dialed the number. It rang four times, then voicemail: a low, unhurried voice with a hint of a smile in it. "You've reached Joss at Calder Builds. I'm probably under a house or on top of one. Leave a message and I'll call you back when my hands are clean."

Renee left a message — name, address, scope of work, timeline expectations. Professional. Direct. She ended with: "I'd like to move quickly on this. Call me when you're available."

She hung up and looked around the house one more time.

The light was changing. Late afternoon sun poured through the living room windows, thick and golden, catching the dust motes so they looked like tiny planets drifting through space. It landed on the mantel, on the closed drawer, on the faded rug her grandmother had bought at a flea market in 1979 and kept because "it ties the room together."

The house was quiet in a way her apartment in Chicago never was. No traffic. No elevator hum. No climate control whispering through the vents. Just the tick of an old clock she hadn't noticed before — a cuckoo clock on the wall by the stairs, somehow still running after all these years, keeping time for no one.

Renee's throat felt tight. She swallowed against it, hard.

She walked back outside, pulled the screen door shut behind her, and sat down on the porch steps. The wood was warm from the sun. A splinter snagged her slacks, and she didn't care. She sat there with her elbows on her knees and her perfect shoes on the cracked walkway and she breathed in lake air and pine sap and the ghost of White Shoulders perfume, and she felt something she hadn't felt in years.

She didn't have a word for it. It wasn't grief, exactly, though grief was in there. It wasn't nostalgia, though that was in there too. It was more like — recognition. Like the house was looking at her the way she'd looked at that photograph, and it was seeing the barefoot girl underneath the Louboutins, and it was saying: There you are. What took you so long?

She drove to the gas station on the edge of town and bought a bottle of wine — a screw-top Sauvignon Blanc that cost eleven dollars, the most expensive option available. The teenager behind the counter looked at her designer bag and her silk blouse and didn't say anything, but his eyebrows said plenty.

Back on the porch. The sun was going down over the lake now, painting everything amber and rose. She poured wine into a coffee mug she'd found in the kitchen — the one that said Lake Life — and drank it sitting on the top step, watching the light die.

Her phone buzzed. David again. Need your input on the Hendricks projections ASAP.

She typed back: Tomorrow and put the phone in her bag.

The wine was terrible. Thin and sour and too warm. She drank it anyway, refilling the mug twice, watching the first stars prick through the darkening sky over the lake. A loon called somewhere out on the water — that eerie, wobbling cry that sounded like someone laughing and crying at the same time.

She thought about the photograph in the drawer. The girl with the popsicle and the enormous grin. She wondered where that girl had gone. Whether she was still in there somewhere, underneath the quarterly reports and the silk blouses and the carefully constructed life that looked perfect from the outside and felt, on the inside, like living in a house with no furniture. Clean and modern and absolutely fucking empty.

The loon called again.

Renee drained the mug, set it on the step beside her, and looked at the house behind her — dark now, just a shape against the sky, full of dust and memories and the stubborn, infuriating smell of a dead woman's perfume.

"I'm not keeping you," she said out loud.

The house didn't answer.

But it didn't look like it believed her, either.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Contractor

Renee woke up on the couch.

She hadn't meant to sleep there. She'd meant to drive back to the bed and breakfast Christine had recommended, the one on Main Street with the gingham curtains and the TripAdvisor rating that suggested it was "charming" in the way that meant "old." But the wine had made her heavy, and the couch had been right there — a massive, sagging, corduroy-covered thing that smelled like dust and cedar and, underneath it all, White Shoulders — and she'd just closed her eyes for a minute.

That had been nine hours ago.

Now it was morning, and sunlight was pouring through the windows like the house was trying to interrogate her, and something was banging on the front door.

Renee sat up. Her neck screamed. Her silk blouse was wrinkled beyond salvation. There was a crease on her cheek from a throw pillow embroidered with a rooster.

The banging came again. Three hard knocks, confident and unhurried.

She stood, caught her reflection in the hall mirror — mascara smudged, hair flattened on one side, rooster imprint on her face — and decided she did not care. She was Renee Vale. She'd closed a nine-figure acquisition with a migraine and a broken heel. She could answer a door looking like she'd been mugged by upholstery.

She opened it.

The woman on the porch was not what she'd expected.

She'd expected — what? Someone older, maybe. Someone with a clipboard and a polo shirt with a logo on it. Someone who looked like a contractor was supposed to look, whatever that meant.

Joss Calder did not look like whatever that meant.

She was maybe five-eight, compact and solid in a way that suggested muscle, not bulk. She stood with her weight on one hip, work boots planted wide on the porch boards, a worn leather toolbelt slung low across her waist. Her jeans were broken in to the point of softness, ripped at one knee — not fashion-ripped, actually ripped, a frayed hole that showed brown skin underneath. She wore a thermal henley the color of oatmeal, sleeves shoved up past her elbows, and her forearms were —

Renee's brain stalled for a half-second on those forearms. Tanned and ropy with lean muscle, a smear of something chalky across one wrist, fine sawdust caught in the dark hair. Hands that were broad-palmed and calloused, wrapped around a travel mug of coffee.

Her hair was auburn, cut short enough to be practical and long enough to be messy, pushed off her forehead with a faded red bandana. Her jaw was strong. Her mouth was wide and expressive, currently arranged in something between amusement and assessment. She had a thin scar through her left eyebrow that made her look like she'd been in a fight and won.

She was looking at Renee with eyes the color of whiskey held up to sunlight — amber-brown, warm, sharp — and those eyes were taking in the wrinkled silk, the smudged mascara, the rooster imprint, and the four-hundred-dollar heels still on Renee's feet from last night.

"Morning," Joss said. Her voice was lower than it had been on the voicemail. Rougher. Like gravel wrapped in something warm. "You Renee?"

"Yes." Renee straightened her spine. Smoothed her blouse. Wished, violently, that she had brushed her teeth. "You must be Joss."

"Must be." Joss's gaze drifted past her into the house, and something shifted in her expression — not quite a smile, not quite reverence, but something close to both. "Oh, wow. Look at her."

Renee turned to look at the house behind her, confused. "Look at what?"

But Joss was already stepping past her, over the threshold, into the living room. She moved with an easy confidence that made the house feel like her space, not Renee's. She wasn't looking at the peeling wallpaper or the water stains or the cracked plaster. She was looking up — at the ceiling, at the crown molding, at the original plaster medallion around the light fixture.

"1920s?" she asked.

"1923," Renee said. "According to the deed."

"Yeah. You can tell by the molding profile. See that?" Joss pointed up at the crown where the wall met the ceiling — a thick band of carved plaster with a repeating leaf pattern. "That's hand-done. Some craftsman spent weeks on that. You don't see work like that anymore."

She moved into the dining room, still looking up, running her fingertips along the door frame as she passed through it. She knocked on the wall with her knuckles — two quick raps — and tilted her head like she was listening.

"Solid plaster over wood lath," she said, almost to herself. "Not drywall. Good."

Renee followed her, feeling oddly like a guest in her own house. "I have a folder—"

"In a sec." Joss crouched down and pressed her palm flat against the hardwood floor. Ran her hand across it like she was petting something. "Original hardwood. White oak, probably. Needs refinishing, but the grain is gorgeous. These boards are wide — old growth." She looked up at Renee from the floor, those amber eyes bright. "You know how old these trees were when they were milled? A hundred, hundred and fifty years. These boards are older than the house."

"That's... interesting," Renee said, in the tone of voice she used when analysts presented data she hadn't asked for.

Joss stood, unperturbed. She was smiling now — a real one, the kind that rearranged her whole face, crinkled the corners of her eyes, turned the scar through her eyebrow into a little parenthetical. "Sorry. I get excited. Old houses are my thing."

"I can see that." Renee pulled the folder from her bag — a slim portfolio with printouts, budget projections, a timeline, and three mood-board pages she'd pulled from Architectural Digest at two in the morning the previous week. She held it out. "I've put together a comprehensive overview of the project scope, budget parameters, and design direction. The timeline is aggressive but achievable if we start demo within the week."

Joss looked at the folder. Looked at Renee. Looked at the folder again.

"You made me a binder."

"It's a folder."

"With mood boards."

"Design references."

Joss took the folder, opened it, and flipped through it with the speed of someone who was not going to read it. She paused on a mood-board page — all clean lines, white walls, matte black fixtures, the kind of modern minimalism that belonged in a SoHo loft or a tech startup's lobby.

"Huh," she said.

"What?"

"Nothing. It's very..." She searched for the word. "Beige."

"It's contemporary."

"Right. Contemporary." Joss closed the folder and tucked it under her arm. "Mind if I look around?"

She didn't wait for permission. She was already moving into the kitchen, and Renee heard her whistle — long and low, the kind of sound a person makes when they see a car wreck or a sunset.

Renee followed. Joss was standing in the center of the kitchen, turning in a slow circle, taking it all in — the floral wallpaper, the laminate countertops, the painted-shut cabinets, the lifting linoleum. But she wasn't grimacing. She was grinning.

"Look at these cabinets," she said. She pulled a pocket knife from her toolbelt, flicked it open, and scraped at the edge of one cabinet door. Paint curled away in a long, white ribbon, revealing dark wood underneath. She scraped more. The wood was rich, warm, finely grained.

"Cherry," she said. "Hand-joined. Somebody made these by hand — probably whoever built the house." She ran her thumb over the exposed wood, and the tenderness in the gesture was almost intimate. "They painted over cherry cabinets. That should be a crime."

"They're old," Renee said. "I was planning to replace them with—" She pulled the folder from under Joss's arm and flipped to the kitchen page. "Flat-panel shaker cabinets in matte white, quartz countertops, subway tile backsplash—"

"No."

Renee blinked. "Excuse me?"

"I mean—" Joss held up a hand, a half-smile playing on her mouth. "You're the client. Your house. But if you rip out hand-made cherry cabinets to put in flat-panel shakers from a big-box store, you're... well, you're making a choice."

"A design choice."

"A bad one."

They stared at each other. Joss's expression was open, unapologetic, almost playful — like she'd just said something perfectly reasonable and was curious to see how Renee would handle it.

Renee handled it the way she handled everything: head-on. "I'm not renovating this house to preserve it for a museum. I'm renovating it to sell it. Buyers want modern. They want clean lines, neutral palettes, updated kitchens. They don't want — " She gestured at the floral wallpaper, the rusty fixtures, the linoleum that was now actively peeling in real time. "This."

"Some buyers do."

"Buyers with money?"

Joss's eyebrows rose. Just a fraction, just enough to register. She tucked the knife back into her belt.

"Let me show you something," she said.

She walked to the far end of the kitchen where a heavy cabinet — the biggest one, built into the wall beside the pantry — was painted shut along all its edges. She pulled a flathead screwdriver from her belt and worked the edge, prying carefully, patient, until the paint seal cracked and the door swung open with a groan.

Inside was not a cabinet. It was a built-in hutch — deep shelves, a curved arch at the top, and, on the back wall, a hand-carved panel of wildflowers. Delicate, intricate, each petal and stem rendered with the kind of care that meant someone had spent weeks — months, maybe — bent over this piece of wood with a chisel.

It was beautiful.

Renee stared at it. She could feel Joss watching her, not smug exactly, but — knowing.

"Your grandmother's husband built this house," Joss said quietly. "I looked it up. Albert Vale. He was a finish carpenter by trade. This is his work — all of it. The cabinets, the molding, the hutch. He built this house for her, and he put his love into the walls." She paused. "You can rip it out and put in subway tile. But you'd be tearing out something that can't be replaced."

The kitchen was quiet. The refrigerator wasn't running. The clock wasn't in this room. There was just the sound of Renee's own breathing and the creak of the old cabinet door on its hinges.

"I didn't know he built it," Renee said. Her voice came out smaller than she intended.

"Most people don't know what they've got until someone shows them."

The line landed in a way that felt bigger than kitchens and carpentry, and Renee didn't like it. She straightened. Folded her arms.

"The timeline," she said. "I need the major work done in eight weeks. Kitchen, both bathrooms, master bedroom, all the flooring. I need it move-in ready — or rather, buyer-ready. I'm willing to negotiate on some design choices, but the schedule is non-negotiable."

Joss leaned against the counter — the one with the cigarette burn — and crossed her arms, mirroring Renee's posture. The henley stretched across her shoulders. Sawdust clung to the fabric.

"Eight weeks is tight for a house this size with this much original detail," she said. "If you want me to gut it and slap up drywall and laminate, sure, eight weeks. But if you want me to do it right — save what's worth saving, update what needs updating, make it a house somebody actually wants to live in and not just scroll past on Zillow — I need twelve. Maybe fourteen."

"That's almost double."

"Good houses take time." That half-smile again, easy, like nothing Renee said could rattle her. "So do good things."

"I have a job to get back to."

"And I have a reputation to protect. I don't put my name on rushed work."

They looked at each other across the ruined kitchen. Renee felt the familiar flare of irritation she got when someone didn't fall in line with her plans — the hot, tight feeling behind her sternum that usually preceded a decisive and surgical takedown in a conference room.

But this wasn't a conference room. And Joss wasn't an analyst or a vendor or a board member. She was standing in Renee's dead grandmother's kitchen with sawdust on her sleeves and a scar through her eyebrow and the kind of quiet, immovable confidence that didn't come from a corner office. It came from knowing how to build things.

"Ten weeks," Renee said. "Final offer."

Joss tilted her head. Considered. "Ten weeks, and I get final say on what stays and what goes structurally. You get veto power on finishes and colors, but if I say a wall is load-bearing or a detail is worth preserving, I need you to trust me."

"I don't trust people I've known for twenty minutes."

"Good thing I'm not asking you to trust me. I'm asking you to trust the house."

Renee opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again.

"Fine," she said. "Ten weeks. But I want daily progress updates, a written scope of work by Friday, and access to the site at all times."

"It's your house."

"Yes. It is."

Joss pushed off the counter and extended her hand. Her grip was firm, dry, warm. Calloused in a way that scratched lightly against Renee's palm, and Renee was annoyed at herself for noticing that.

"Deal," Joss said. "I'll start Monday. Demo first — I'll strip the wallpaper, pull the linoleum, open up the walls so we can see what we're working with." She was still holding Renee's hand. Or Renee was still holding hers. Someone was still holding on. "You should be here for that, by the way."

"Why?"

"Because old houses have secrets. And sometimes they only show them to the person who owns the keys."

She let go. Picked up her travel mug from the counter. Headed for the door with the same easy, unhurried stride she'd arrived with, boots heavy on the hardwood.

At the threshold, she stopped and looked back. Her gaze swept over Renee one more time — the wrinkled silk, the bare feet (she'd kicked off the heels at some point without noticing), the mascara she hadn't wiped away. Something warm moved through Joss's expression. Not pity. Not judgment. Something closer to curiosity.

"Nice shoes, by the way," she said, nodding at the Louboutins abandoned by the couch. "But you might want to invest in some boots. Things are about to get messy."

She grinned — wide, crooked, devastating — and walked out.

Renee stood in the kitchen, barefoot on cold linoleum, her palm still warm where Joss had held it. She looked at the carved wildflowers inside the hutch. She looked at the cherry wood peeking through layers of white paint. She looked at the dust motes drifting through the morning light.

"Messy," she muttered. "Great."

She turned to find her shoes and caught herself glancing out the window. Joss was crossing the yard toward a battered blue pickup truck, keys spinning around one finger, that red bandana bright against her hair. She stopped to look up at the house — the full facade, the roofline, the porch — and Renee saw it again. That expression. Like the house was a living thing, and Joss was already in a conversation with it.

Then Joss climbed into the truck, and the engine rumbled to life, and she pulled away from the curb with one arm out the window and something playing on the radio that Renee couldn't hear.

Renee looked down at her hand. At the faint red lines where Joss's calluses had pressed into her skin.

She closed her fist around them.

Then she went to find coffee and something that wasn't a rooster pillow to put her face on, because she had a ten-week renovation to manage and a house to sell and a life to get back to, and she was absolutely, categorically not going to think about the way Joss Calder's forearms looked in morning light.

She thought about them all the way to the gas station.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Demo Day

Monday came like a wrecking ball.

Renee had spent the weekend doing what she did best — organizing the chaos into something manageable. She'd booked a room at the Linden Falls Inn, a bed and breakfast that smelled like cinnamon and passive judgment. She'd driven to the nearest Target — forty-five minutes each way — and bought practical clothes: jeans, t-shirts, a pair of boots that were aggressively unstylish but had good arch support. She'd set up a workstation at the dining room table in the house: laptop, monitor, portable Wi-Fi hotspot, noise-canceling headphones, and a charging station that could power a small office.

She was ready. She was prepared. She had a system.

Joss arrived at seven a.m. with a sledgehammer over one shoulder, a radio under her arm, and a grin that suggested she knew exactly what kind of day Renee was about to have.

"Morning, boss," she said, breezing past Renee on the porch. She was wearing the same work boots, different jeans — these ones paint-splattered — and a flannel shirt with the sleeves already rolled to the elbows. The toolbelt sat on her hips like it had been born there.

"Don't call me boss."

"You're signing the checks."

"That doesn't make me your boss. It makes me your client."

"Whatever helps you sleep at night." Joss set the radio on the kitchen counter and plugged it in. Fiddled with the dial until she found something — classic rock, heavy on the guitar, loud enough to fill the room. She turned to Renee with the sledgehammer balanced against her thigh. "You might want to move your little command center."

"It's a workstation."

"It's about to be a dust bowl. I'm starting with the kitchen wallpaper and the linoleum, then opening up the wall between the kitchen and the dining room so we can see what the framing looks like." She pulled on a pair of work gloves, flexing her fingers into them. "You're welcome to watch, but I'd recommend at least ten feet of distance and a respirator."

Renee looked at her workstation. Looked at the kitchen. Looked at Joss, who was now doing something to the sledgehammer that could only be described as twirling it.

"I'll be in the living room," Renee said.

"Smart choice."

Renee retreated to the living room with her laptop and her noise-canceling headphones and the grim determination of a woman who was going to get through her quarterly review deck even if the house came down around her.

The headphones lasted eleven minutes.

Not because they didn't work — they were three-hundred-dollar Sony over-ears with adaptive noise cancellation, and they could silence a Manhattan construction site. They failed because the sounds Joss was making were not the kind of sounds noise cancellation was designed for. The sledgehammer hitting the wall wasn't just loud — it was percussive, a deep, bone-level vibration that traveled through the floor and up through the legs of the dining room chair Renee had dragged into the living room and into her actual skeleton.

And between the impacts, there was Joss. Singing.

Not well. Not in tune. But with a commitment that was almost impressive — belting out Fleetwood Mac's "The Chain" like she was headlining a stadium, her voice competing with the radio and the sledgehammer and winning against both.

Renee pulled the headphones off and stared at the wall between her and the kitchen, as if she could glare through plaster.

Then the plaster exploded.

Not literally — but close. A chunk of wall the size of a dinner plate burst through the living room side, spraying white dust and fragments of wood lath across the hardwood floor. Renee leapt out of her chair with a sound she would later deny was a shriek.

Joss's face appeared in the hole, dusted white, grinning like a kid who'd just popped through a surprise birthday cake.

"Found the dining room," she said.

"You could have warned me."

"Where's the fun in that?" She disappeared back behind the wall. More hammering. More singing. More dust cascading through the hole like the house was bleeding out in powder form.

Renee closed her laptop, accepted that productivity was dead, and went to stand in the kitchen doorway to watch.

What she saw was controlled destruction. Joss moved through the kitchen with a precision that contradicted the chaos — she knew which walls to hit and where, which sections to peel and which to leave, where the structure was and where it wasn't. She'd stripped the floral wallpaper in long, wet sheets, revealing the plaster underneath, and was now systematically pulling up the linoleum in sections, prying it from the subfloor with a flat bar and her boot.

Under the linoleum was another layer of linoleum. Under that, vinyl tile. Under the vinyl tile, newspaper — actual newspaper, yellowed and brittle, dated 1962.

"They used newspaper as an underlayment," Joss said, not looking up. She was on her hands and knees, peeling back the layers with a care that seemed at odds with the sledgehammer approach of five minutes ago. "Everybody did it back then. Insulation, moisture barrier, cheap leveler." She picked up a piece of newspaper and held it up. "Check it out — Kennedy is on the front page."

"Fascinating. Is there a floor under there?"

"Patience." Joss kept peeling. Another layer. Another. And then — wood. Dark, wide-plank wood, scratched and stained but unmistakably original.

"White oak," Joss said. She ran her hand over it the same way she'd touched the cabinet doors — slow, almost reverent. "Same boards as the rest of the house. They covered them up with four layers of garbage, but they're still here." She looked up at Renee, and her face was luminous with a kind of joy that Renee didn't understand. "Do you know what this means? The whole house has continuous original flooring. That's — God, Renee, that's incredible. When this is refinished, it'll be seamless. One unbroken floor from the front door to the back wall."

"Okay," Renee said carefully.

"Okay? Okay?" Joss sat back on her heels, incredulous. "You're standing on hundred-year-old white oak that somebody's grandfather milled from old-growth trees, and your response is okay?"

"What would you like my response to be?"

"I don't know — joy? Wonder? A basic appreciation for the fact that this floor has been waiting under four layers of bad decisions for sixty years and it's still beautiful?"

"It's a floor."

Joss stared at her. Then she laughed — a real laugh, full-bodied, head tipped back. It bounced off the stripped walls and filled the gutted kitchen and it was, Renee thought against her will, a very good laugh.

"You are a piece of work, Renee Vale."

"I've been told."

Joss shook her head, still smiling, and went back to pulling up linoleum. Renee watched her for a moment — the way her shoulders moved under the flannel, the flex of her forearms as she pried up stubborn sections, the bandana slipping forward on her forehead so she had to shove it back every few minutes — and then made herself look away.

She went to make coffee. The kitchen was a war zone, so she used the ancient percolator she'd found in a cabinet, running water from the bathroom sink because the kitchen pipes were currently disconnected. She brought two mugs back — the Lake Life mug for herself, a World's Best Grandma mug for Joss.

Joss took it without comment, drank, and made a face. "Jesus. That's strong enough to strip paint."

"Sorry. The percolator doesn't have settings."

"Don't apologize. I respect a woman who makes coffee like she's angry at it." Joss took another drink, grimacing with pleasure. She leaned against the counter — the one without the cigarette burn, because the one with the cigarette burn was now in pieces on the floor — and surveyed the kitchen. "Okay. You want the rundown?"

"Please."

"Good bones. Great bones, actually. The framing is solid, the subfloor is in better shape than I expected, and the plumbing, while ancient, is copper — not galvanized, which means it hasn't corroded. The electrical is knob-and-tube, which has to go. That's non-negotiable — it's a fire hazard and no inspector will sign off on it."

"How much?"

"For a full rewire? Eight to ten grand, depending on access. But we'll open up the walls anyway for insulation, so we might as well do it while everything's exposed." She pulled a pencil from behind her ear — Renee hadn't noticed it there — and started sketching on a piece of torn wallpaper. "Here's what I'm thinking for the layout. We keep the footprint, but we open the wall between the kitchen and dining room — just a half wall with a support beam. It'll flood this space with light and make it feel twice as big."

"The mood board shows a full open concept."

"Full open concept means removing a load-bearing wall, which means a steel beam, which means an engineer's stamp, which means time and money. Half wall gives you the same visual openness without the structural headache." She held up the sketch. It was rough, pencil on wallpaper, but even Renee could see the logic of it. "Trust me. It'll work."

"You keep asking me to trust you."

"And you keep not doing it. But you're still here, so." That grin again — easy, knowing, infuriating in its warmth.

Renee took the sketch. Studied it. She hated that it was good. She hated that the half-wall idea was better than her open-concept plan. She hated that Joss was right about the load-bearing issue, because Renee had looked it up last night and already knew.

"Fine," she said. "Half wall. But I want to see a proper rendering before you cut anything."

"I'll draw you one tonight."

"On actual paper this time. Not wallpaper."

"You're no fun."

"I'm extremely fun. I'm just not fun about load-bearing walls."

Joss's mouth twitched. She held Renee's gaze for a beat — one, two, three — and something passed between them that was not about kitchens or walls or renovation timelines. Something electric and unnamed that sat in the air like sawdust.

Then Joss drained her coffee, set the mug on the counter, and picked up the sledgehammer.

"Back to it," she said. "You might want to cover your laptop."

She swung the hammer. The wall shuddered. Plaster rained down. Fleetwood Mac screamed from the radio. And Renee, standing in the doorway of her grandmother's kitchen in her brand-new Target boots with dust in her hair and bad coffee on her tongue, felt something crack open in her chest that had nothing to do with demolition.

•  •  •
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By four o'clock, the kitchen was gutted.

Not completely — the cabinets were still there, the ones Joss refused to destroy, now stripped of their paint and standing like dark, elegant bones against the bare plaster. The wallpaper was gone. The linoleum was gone. The half wall between the kitchen and dining room was reduced to framing studs, and afternoon light poured through the gap like water through a broken dam.

Joss had been right. The space looked twice as big.

Renee stood in the center of it, turning slowly, seeing the room as it could be instead of what it was. The original floors stretched unbroken from the front of the house to the back, dusty and scratched but whole. The cherry cabinets glowed like dark honey where the stripped wood caught the light. The carved hutch — wildflowers and all — sat in the wall like a secret that had finally been told.

Joss was sweeping up. She was filthy — covered in plaster dust from her boots to her bandana, white powder in the creases of her neck, her flannel so coated it looked like she'd been rolled in flour. She swept with long, easy strokes, humming something that wasn't Fleetwood Mac for once.

"Well?" she said, not looking up.

Renee wanted to say something dismissive. Something controlled. Something that maintained the professional distance she'd been carefully constructing since the moment Joss Calder walked through her front door with a sledgehammer and an opinion.

"It's beautiful," she said instead.

Joss stopped sweeping. Looked up. Her face was half in shadow, half in the warm amber light from the dining room windows, and the plaster dust in her hair caught the sun like snow.

"Yeah?" she said.

"Don't let it go to your head."

"Too late." Joss leaned the broom against the wall and pulled the bandana off her head, shaking out her hair. Dust fell from it in a little cloud. "She's got more to show you, this house. This is just the first layer."

"You talk about it like it's a person."

"All good houses are people. They've got bones and skin and secrets and scars." Joss wiped her face with the bandana, leaving a clean streak across her cheek. "And like people, they show you who they really are when you strip away the stuff they've been hiding behind."

She said it casually, like it was just contractor talk, just a woman who liked old buildings being poetic about her job. But her eyes were on Renee when she said it, and the words landed somewhere deeper than kitchens and flooring.

Renee held her gaze for a moment too long. Then she looked away.

"Same time tomorrow?" she asked.

"Six-thirty. I want to catch the morning light in the bathroom — it'll help me figure out the tile layout."

"Six-thirty is early."

"And yet the sun doesn't care about your schedule. Weird how that works."

Renee almost smiled. Caught it. Pressed her lips together.

Joss shouldered her bag, unplugged the radio, and headed for the door. In the hallway, she paused by the mantel. Renee watched her notice the empty space where the photograph had been — the one Renee had put face-down in the drawer.

Joss didn't say anything. But her eyes flickered to the drawer, then to Renee, and there was something in her expression that was dangerously close to understanding.

"See you tomorrow, Renee."

She left. The door closed behind her. The truck started up in the driveway.

Renee stood in the gutted kitchen, alone, surrounded by sawdust and stripped wood and the ghost of plaster dust still drifting through the light. She looked at the carved wildflowers in the hutch. She looked at the cherry cabinets, bare and honest for the first time in decades.

She walked to the drawer in the hallway. Opened it. Pulled out the photograph.

The girl with the popsicle grinned up at her, sun-browned and fearless.

Renee looked at her for a long time. Then she set the photo back on the mantel, face up, right where it belonged.

She didn't know why she did it. She told herself it was because the mantel looked empty without it. She told herself it was about staging — about making the house look lived-in for potential buyers.

She told herself a lot of things as she locked up the house and drove back to the inn. She told herself that the ache in her chest was just dust irritation. That the warmth she felt watching Joss talk about old-growth oak was just appreciation for a skilled contractor. That the way Joss looked at her — like she could see through the silk and the sharp edges to something softer underneath — was just the way Joss looked at everything.

She told herself all of that.

And then she lay in the inn's gingham-curtained room, staring at the ceiling, and thought about callused hands and amber eyes and the way Joss had said she's got more to show you, this house in a voice that sounded like a promise.

"Shit," Renee whispered to the ceiling.

The ceiling, like the house, had no comment. But it didn't look like it believed her either.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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What the Walls Remember

They found the box on a Thursday.

Joss was opening up the wall in the downstairs hallway — the one between the living room and the staircase — to run new electrical conduit. She'd been at it since six-thirty, methodical and careful, peeling back plaster in sections, checking the lath underneath, mapping the old knob-and-tube wiring so the electrician would know what he was dealing with.

Renee was at the dining room table, pretending to work. She'd gotten better at pretending over the past four days. She could maintain the appearance of focus for twenty, sometimes thirty minutes at a stretch before her eyes drifted toward the hallway, toward the sound of Joss's tools, toward the low hum of whatever song was stuck in Joss's head that day.

Today it was Tom Petty. "Wildflowers." Joss hummed it while she worked, and the melody threaded through the house like smoke.

"Renee."

She looked up. Joss was standing in the hallway, plaster dust on her cheekbone, holding something.

"Come look at this."

Renee set down her laptop and went to the hallway. Joss had opened a section of wall near the base of the staircase, and inside the cavity — wedged between two studs, wrapped in oilcloth that had gone stiff and dark with age — was a tin box. It was the size of a shoebox, painted green once, now mostly rust. The lid had a small latch, corroded but intact.

"It was behind the baseboard," Joss said. "Tucked in there on purpose — somebody wrapped it up and slid it in before the wall was finished." She held it out to Renee. "It's your house. Your call."

Renee took the box. It was lighter than she expected, and when she tilted it, something shifted inside — paper, maybe, or fabric. The oilcloth crackled as she unwrapped it.

She sat down on the bottom step of the staircase. Joss leaned against the newel post, arms crossed, giving her space but not leaving.

The latch resisted, then gave with a snap that echoed in the quiet hallway. Renee lifted the lid.

Inside: letters. A stack of them, tied with a ribbon that had once been blue and was now a faded gray. Beneath the letters, a small bundle of photographs — black and white, curling at the edges, the kind printed on thick cardstock with scalloped borders. And at the bottom, folded into a careful square, a piece of paper that turned out to be a hand-drawn floor plan of the house, rendered in pencil with neat, precise lines and tiny handwritten annotations.

Renee picked up the floor plan first. The handwriting was small and slanted and achingly familiar.

"This is my grandmother's writing," she said. Her voice sounded strange to her — thin, like it was coming from far away. "She drew this. She — these are notes about the house. Where she wanted the garden. Where the morning light hits the kitchen. There's a note here that says—" She stopped. Swallowed.

"What does it say?" Joss asked. Quietly. No push in it.

"'Albert's wildflowers go here.'" Renee touched the tiny arrow on the floor plan, pointing to the spot in the kitchen where the carved hutch was. "'He says they'll bloom forever in the wood. I believe him.'"

The hallway was silent except for the tick of the cuckoo clock upstairs.

Renee set the floor plan aside and picked up the letters. Her hands were not steady, and she hated that, but she couldn't stop them. She untied the ribbon — it disintegrated in her fingers, falling apart like it had been waiting for permission — and unfolded the first letter.

The handwriting was different. Bigger, blockier, with the careful precision of a man who worked with his hands and applied the same attention to everything. Albert Vale. Her grandfather. The man who'd built this house from the foundation up and died of a heart attack in the garden when Renee was three years old. She had no memory of him — just photographs and her grandmother's stories and, now, his words.

June 14, 1968

My dearest Eleanor,

I know you said I don't need to write when you're only gone for the week. But the house is too quiet without you and the dog won't stop looking at your chair, and I figure if I can't talk to you I can at least write to you and pretend you'll read it over my shoulder the way you read the newspaper, which is to say with commentary.

I finished the hutch today. The wildflowers took longer than I planned — the cherry fights me on the fine detail, you know how it is — but I think it came out right. I hope you'll like it. I carved a daisy at the bottom left that's a little crooked, and I almost sanded it out, but then I thought of you saying that the crooked things are the most honest things, and I left it.

Come home soon. The house misses you. I miss you more.

Yours always and with sawdust in my hair,

Albert

Renee read it once. Then again. The words blurred on the third pass, and she realized it was because her eyes were wet.

She didn't cry. She pressed her fingers against the bridge of her nose and breathed through it — in through the nose, out through the mouth, the way she'd trained herself during board meetings and performance reviews and the night she'd signed her divorce papers and sat alone in her Chicago apartment with a glass of Barolo and absolutely no one to call.

"You okay?" Joss asked.

"Fine." The word was automatic. Reflex. The word she'd been saying her whole adult life in response to that question, regardless of whether it was true.

Joss didn't push. She shifted her weight against the newel post and waited.

Renee picked up another letter. This one was from her grandmother to Albert — never sent, apparently, or maybe a draft of one that was.

My darling stubborn man,

You built me a house with wildflowers in the walls and you think I'm going to be angry about the crooked daisy? The crooked daisy is my favorite part. It's the part that proves a human made it. Machines don't make crooked daisies. Machines don't stay up until midnight carving cherry wood because they want their wife to smile when she opens a cabinet door.

You are the most impossible, infuriating, wonderful man I have ever known, and I love you in a way that I don't have enough words for, which is saying something because you know how many words I have.

Come to bed. It's late. The hutch will still be there in the morning.

Love,

Eleanor

Renee set the letter down on her knee. She looked at the wall Joss had opened, at the cavity where the box had been hidden for — how long? Fifty years? Sixty? Someone had put this box in the wall of their house, tucked between studs, wrapped in oilcloth, sealed behind plaster and lath and decades of paint and wallpaper and linoleum and other people's bad decisions.

And it had waited. Patient as wood. Patient as stone.

"She never told me about these," Renee said. She wasn't talking to Joss, not exactly. She was talking to the house, or to herself, or to the ghost of a woman who had loved wildflowers and crooked daisies and a man with sawdust in his hair. "I spent every summer here from the time I was five until I was sixteen, and she never once mentioned that there were love letters in the walls."

"Maybe she didn't know," Joss said.

"She knew." Renee was certain of it. "She knew everything about this house. She knew which floorboard creaked and which window stuck and where the sun would be at four o'clock on a Tuesday in September. She knew."

"Then maybe she was saving them. For the right person to find."

Renee looked up. Joss was watching her with an expression that was hard to read — not pity, not amusement, not the careful neutrality of someone trying not to overstep. It was something more open than any of those things. Something that looked like it might be tenderness, if tenderness came in work boots and plaster dust.

"Sounds like she knew how to love without a spreadsheet," Joss said.

The words should have stung. A week ago, they would have. Renee would have heard the judgment in them — the implication that she, Renee, did not know how to love without a spreadsheet, that she was the kind of woman who scheduled her feelings and optimized her grief and treated her heart like a line item on a budget.

But Joss didn't say it like a judgment. She said it like an observation. Like she was reading the letters out loud and simply noting what they contained.

"She did," Renee said. "She loved — recklessly. Completely. She used to say that love wasn't something you managed, it was something you survived." A pause. "I thought that was dramatic."

"And now?"

Renee looked down at the letters in her lap. At the hand-drawn floor plan with the little arrow pointing to Albert's wildflowers. At the photographs she hadn't looked at yet — Albert and Eleanor on the porch, young and sharp-boned and electric with something that radiated off the cardstock even sixty years later.

"Now I think she was the bravest person I ever knew," Renee said. "And I didn't appreciate it until she was gone."

The cuckoo clock ticked. A car passed on the street outside. Somewhere in the kitchen, a pipe made a sound like a sigh.

Joss pushed off the newel post and sat down on the step below Renee. Not next to her — below her, so she had to turn and look up, and the angle made her eyes catch the light from the hallway window. Amber and gold. Sawdust in her eyelashes.

"Tell me about her," Joss said.

"Why?"

"Because you want to. And because I want to listen."

It was such a simple thing to say. Renee had been in therapy — twice, both times briefly, both times ending when the therapist suggested she might be using control as a substitute for connection and Renee decided she didn't need to pay someone to state the obvious. Neither therapist had ever said I want to listen and made it sound like that was enough.

"She was small," Renee started. "Barely five feet. But she filled every room she walked into. She had this voice — not loud, just present. You could hear her thinking. She'd be standing at the stove making soup and she'd say something like, 'The trouble with people is that they think being careful is the same as being safe,' and you'd have to sit with it for three days before you understood what she meant."

​
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