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Chapter 1

Ava
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The windshield wipers couldn't keep up.

I'd been driving through rain for the last forty minutes, the kind of rain that turned the highway into a gray smear and made every pair of oncoming headlights look like they were aimed directly at my face. My GPS had lost signal somewhere around Tillamook, and I'd been following hand-written directions from the inn's website — turn left at the red barn, continue 3.2 miles past the gas station — like I was navigating to someone's murder cabin.

This was supposed to be the beginning of my Reset Week. Capital R, capital W. I'd written it in my planner in green ink, which was my color for personal growth. I had a journaling prompt for every day. I had a reading list. I had a meditation app I'd downloaded and hadn't opened yet. I was going to walk on the beach and think deep thoughts about who I was and what I wanted, and by the end of the week, I was going to drive back to Portland a changed woman.

That was the plan.

The plan did not include hydroplaning on a two-lane highway in the dark while stress-eating gas station trail mix.

I pulled off at what I hoped was the right gravel drive and squinted through the rain. A sign materialized in my headlights — The Driftwood Inn, Est. 1923 — in hand-painted letters that the weather had softened to near-illegibility. Behind it, a Victorian house rose out of the mist like something from a gothic novel. Three stories, wraparound porch, warm light in every window.

It was beautiful. It was also, I realized as I turned off the engine and stared at the distance between my car and the front door, about to soak me to the bone.

I grabbed my suitcase from the trunk and ran.

By the time I reached the porch, I was drenched from the knees down and my hair had escaped its clip entirely, plastered to the sides of my face in a way that I'm sure was deeply attractive. I stood there dripping on the welcome mat, breathing hard, and pushed through the front door into a lobby that smelled like woodsmoke and lavender.

"Oh, honey. Look at you."

The woman behind the front desk was in her sixties, silver-haired, with the kind of face that suggested she'd spent most of her life either smiling or standing in the wind. She was already coming around the counter with a towel.

"June Whitfield," she said, pressing the towel into my hands. "You must be Ava."

"I must be." I blotted my face and tried to look like a person who had her life together. "Sorry I'm late. The rain—"

"Don't apologize for the weather, sweetheart. That's God's department, and he's not taking feedback." She waved me toward the counter. "Let me get you checked in and upstairs. You look like you need a hot bath and a glass of wine, in that order."

She wasn't wrong. I'd left Portland at noon after a morning of packing and unpacking and repacking because I couldn't decide if I needed four sweaters or five. Marcus would have said four. Marcus would have also said I was overthinking it, because Marcus said I was overthinking everything, which was rich coming from a man who'd spent three weeks researching the optimal mattress firmness before buying a bed.

Former. Former mattress researcher. We'd broken up seventeen days ago and I was not thinking about him on my Reset Week.

June pulled up the reservation on her computer, and something shifted in her expression. Not a frown exactly — more like the face of someone who'd just remembered they left the stove on.

"Ava Monroe, room seven," she said slowly. "Here's the thing."

Nothing good has ever followed the words here's the thing.

"There's been a little mix-up with the booking." June's smile stayed firmly in place, but her eyes had gone apologetic. "Room seven was double-booked. The other guest checked in this afternoon."

I stared at her. "So... you have another room?"

"I wish I did. We're full up. Storm season brings the photographers, and the writers' retreat in Cannon Beach sends the overflow our way." She clasped her hands together. "I've got a rollaway cot I can set up, and I'll give you a full refund for the inconvenience. The other guest is lovely — a regular, actually. She comes every October."

"She," I repeated, because my brain had snagged on the logistics. "So I'd be sharing a room with a stranger."

"Room seven is our biggest room. Queen bed, plus the cot, plenty of space." June paused. "I know it's not what you booked. If you'd rather drive back to Cannon Beach, there's a Holiday Inn, but in this weather—"

I looked out the window. The rain was coming down sideways now, hitting the glass like someone was throwing handfuls of gravel at it. The thought of getting back in my car made my whole body ache.

"It's fine," I said, because I was a flexible person. A go-with-the-flow person. A person who was absolutely not going to drive another hour in a monsoon because she couldn't handle sharing a room with some nature photographer.

"You're a gem." June looked genuinely relieved. "Let me grab the cot and I'll introduce you. She's—"

The front door opened behind me, bringing a gust of wet wind and the smell of rain and ocean. I turned around.

She was tall. That was the first thing I noticed — taller than me, which put her at five-eight or five-nine, with broad shoulders and the kind of lean, athletic build that came from actual activity rather than a gym membership. Her hair was auburn and soaked, curling against her neck and jaw where it had escaped from being pushed back. She wore a rain jacket that she was already unzipping, a flannel underneath, jeans dark with water from mid-thigh down. A camera bag hung from one shoulder, heavy enough to pull the strap taut across her chest.

She was — and I registered this the way you register a sudden change in altitude, a pressure shift behind the sternum — striking.

Not pretty. Pretty was a word for women who held still. This woman looked like she'd just climbed out of the ocean and hadn't bothered to apologize for dripping on the floor. Her face was angular, interesting, a little weathered from sun, with green eyes that swept the room and landed on me with an easy, unhurried attention that made me feel like I'd been caught doing something I hadn't started yet.

"Riley." June brightened. "Perfect timing. This is Ava — she's your roommate for the week."

Riley looked at me. Looked at my drenched hair and my death-grip on the towel and my suitcase with the luggage tag that still had Marcus's address on it because I hadn't gotten around to changing it. She looked at me the way you look at something you're deciding whether to pick up.

Then she smiled. Easy, crooked, completely unbothered.

"The booking thing?" she said to June, though her eyes stayed on me. "You mentioned that might happen."

"I did. And I'm very sorry."

"Don't be." Riley shifted her camera bag and extended her hand to me. "Riley Shaw. I don't snore, I don't steal covers, and I make decent coffee if you're not picky about the method."

Her hand was cold from the rain and strong in a way that surprised me. Not a hard grip — just certain. Like she knew exactly how much pressure to apply.

"Ava Monroe," I said. "I — I can take the cot. It's your room. You were here first."

"Forget the cot." She glanced at June. "The bed's big enough. I don't mind sharing if you don't."

She said it like it was nothing. Like sharing a bed with a complete stranger was a reasonable, unremarkable thing that reasonable, unremarkable people did all the time.

I should have said no. I should have taken the cot, or driven to the Holiday Inn, or at the very least paused for more than two seconds before answering. But Riley was already picking up my suitcase along with her own camera bag, heading for the stairs like the matter was settled, and something about the effortless way she moved through the world made me want to follow her.

So I did.

The staircase was narrow and creaked under our weight, the wallpaper faded to a soft floral pattern that belonged to another decade. Riley climbed ahead of me, and I tried very hard not to notice the way her wet jeans fit, which was an odd thing to try not to notice and an odder thing to fail at.

Aesthetic appreciation, I told myself. You can notice that a woman looks good in jeans without it meaning anything. That's allowed. That's normal.

Room seven was at the end of the third-floor hallway, tucked under the eaves. Riley unlocked the door and pushed it open, reaching inside to flip the light switch.

The room was — actually, it was lovely. Sloped ceilings that made the space feel sheltered rather than small. Hardwood floors, a braided rug, a window seat overlooking what I assumed was the ocean but was currently just darkness and rain. A radiator clicking softly in the corner. An alcove with a clawfoot bathtub and no shower.

And one bed.

One queen bed with a white duvet and too many pillows, positioned in the center of the room like it was the only thing that mattered. Because right now, standing in the doorway with a stranger's suitcase in her hand, it was.

I stared at it. It looked smaller than a queen should look. It looked like it had been designed for people who already knew each other.

Riley dropped both our bags and crossed to the window seat like she owned the place. She probably felt like she did — June had said she came every year.

"Bathroom's through there." She nodded toward a narrow door I hadn't noticed. "It's small. Mostly just a toilet and a sink — the tub's the main event." She sat down on the window seat and started unlacing her boots. "Fair warning, the hot water takes about four minutes to come up, and the radiator makes a noise around two a.m. that sounds like someone's tapping on the pipes. It's not a ghost. Probably."

"Probably," I echoed.

She looked up at me, still standing in the doorway like I was waiting for permission to enter my own room. Her mouth twitched.

"You can come in. I promise the room's big enough for both of us."

I stepped inside and closed the door behind me, which immediately made the space feel more intimate than I was prepared for. The room smelled like old wood and rain and something else — Riley's jacket, maybe, leather and damp canvas and underneath it something warm. Sandalwood, I thought. Or cedar. Something that made me think of standing too close to a campfire.

I opened my suitcase on the floor — Riley had set it near the dresser — and began unpacking with the kind of focused attention I usually reserved for spreadsheets. Sweaters in the top drawer, folded in thirds. Jeans in the second drawer, rolled to prevent creasing. Toiletry bag lined up on the dresser, each item in its designated position.

I could feel Riley watching me.

"You alphabetize your spice rack, don't you," she said.

I looked up. "Categorize. Alphabetizing within categories."

She grinned. It changed her whole face — made the angles softer, the green eyes brighter. "Of course you do."

I didn't know what to do with that grin, so I went back to unpacking.

Riley moved around the room with the ease of someone who'd been here before, plugging in her phone, draping her wet jacket over the radiator to dry, pulling a battered paperback from her camera bag. She didn't unpack so much as distribute — things landed on surfaces without any apparent system, which should have bothered me more than it did.

When I finished, I stood up and looked at the bed again. It hadn't gotten bigger while I wasn't watching.

"I'll take the left side," Riley said, not looking up from her book. "Unless you have a preference."

"Left is fine. I mean — you taking the left is fine. I'll take the right." I was aware that I sounded like I was negotiating a property line dispute. "I sleep on my side, usually. I don't move much."

"I move a lot." She turned a page. "Fair warning."

I took my toiletry bag into the bathroom and closed the door and pressed my back against it and stared at the ceiling.

What are you doing?

I was sharing a bed with a stranger. A female stranger with green eyes and a crooked grin and forearms that — okay. I was not cataloging her forearms. I was going to brush my teeth and wash my face and put on my pajamas and get into that bed on the right side and go to sleep, because I was a twenty-eight-year-old professional who had survived team-building retreats and red-eye flights and three years of sleeping next to a man who ran hot and hogged the blankets.

This was not a big deal.

I brushed my teeth. Washed my face. Changed into my pajamas — a soft gray t-shirt and drawstring pants that I'd chosen specifically because they were comfortable and unremarkable and not at all chosen with the possibility of being seen in them by anyone. I looked at myself in the mirror. My hair was still damp, curling at the ends in a way it only did when I hadn't blown it dry. My eyes were tired. I looked exactly like a woman who'd driven four hours in the rain to share a bed with a stranger because she couldn't say no.

When I came out, Riley was already in bed.

She was wearing a black tank top and what appeared to be boxers, and she was propped against the headboard with her book, the reading lamp casting warm light across her collarbones and the edge of a tattoo that disappeared beneath the strap of her tank top. Her hair was loose now, drying in waves against her shoulders.

I stood there for a second too long.

"Light's on your side if you want it," she said, still reading. "I can turn mine off whenever."

"No, it's fine. I'm — I'm just going to sleep. I'm tired." I was narrating my actions like a nature documentary about myself, and I couldn't seem to stop. "Long drive."

I crossed to the right side of the bed and pulled back the duvet. The sheets were cold and smelled like lavender, and when I slid in, the mattress dipped under my weight in a way that made me acutely conscious of the physics of shared surfaces. Every shift I made traveled across the bed like a ripple.

I lay on my back, hands at my sides, a full twelve inches of mattress between us. The duvet settled over my body, and I became aware of the heat from Riley's side — she ran warm, apparently. The warmth was already crossing the neutral zone, making the right side of my body feel different from the left.

"You look like you're lying in a coffin," Riley said.

I turned my head. She was looking at me over the top of her book, one eyebrow raised, and her expression was something between amused and — something else. Something I couldn't read, or didn't want to.

"I'm comfortable," I said.

"You're rigid."

"I'm a structured sleeper."

She held my gaze for a beat longer than necessary. Two beats. Three. Then she smiled — not the grin from earlier, something smaller, quieter — and turned off her reading lamp.

"Goodnight, Ava."

"Goodnight."

Darkness. Rain against the window. The radiator clicking. And beside me, close enough that I could hear the rhythm of her breathing, a woman I'd known for forty-five minutes who had already seen me soaked, flustered, and out of my depth.

I lay perfectly still and stared at the ceiling and listened to Riley Shaw breathe.

She fell asleep in minutes. I could tell by the way her breathing changed — deepened, slowed, dropped into a rhythm that meant real sleep, not performance. She slept the way she did everything else: easily, completely, without negotiation.

I did not fall asleep in minutes.

I lay there in the dark, in a bed that smelled like lavender and a stranger's shampoo, and I thought about the fact that I could feel her warmth from a foot away. I thought about her hands — the way she'd picked up my suitcase like it weighed nothing, the way she'd unlaced her boots with quick, practiced fingers. I thought about the tattoo I'd glimpsed at her shoulder, and how it disappeared beneath fabric, and how I'd wanted to know where it went.

I thought about Marcus, who I'd slept next to for three years and never once lay awake thinking about.

Then I stopped thinking about Marcus.

Outside, the storm hammered the coast. The old house groaned and settled around us. The rain was relentless, the kind of weather that made the whole world feel like one room, and I was in it with a woman whose name I'd learned an hour ago, and I could not for the life of me fall asleep.

I turned onto my side, facing away from Riley. Then, after a minute, turned back. Toward her. In the faint light coming through the rain-streaked window, I could make out the shape of her — the line of her shoulder, the curve of her hip under the blankets, the dark spill of her hair across the pillow.

She shifted in her sleep, and the mattress moved beneath us, and my breath caught for no reason I was willing to examine.

It's just a bed, I told myself. She's just a stranger. This is just a week.

I closed my eyes and tried to make my body relax, one muscle group at a time, the way the meditation app I'd never opened would probably suggest.

It didn't work. None of it worked. Because the woman on the other side of the bed smelled like sandalwood and ocean salt, and I could feel her warmth like a hand hovering an inch above my skin, and something in my chest was doing a thing I didn't have a name for yet.

I lay there for a very long time.

I did not sleep.
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Chapter 2

Riley
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She folded her underwear.

I wasn't trying to watch. But the room was twelve feet wide and she was standing at the dresser three feet away from me, and the woman folded her underwear into neat little rectangles and stacked them by color. Darks on the left, lights on the right. Like a tiny, organized lingerie shop inside a drawer that had held my balled-up socks twenty minutes ago.

I'd been coming to The Driftwood every October for four years. Room seven was mine — not officially, not on paper, but June knew to hold it for the last two weeks of the month, and I knew to bring her a bottle of that Oregon pinot she liked. It was the arrangement we had. The room had exactly what I needed: a view of the water, light that shifted with the storms, and enough quiet to hear myself think.

What it didn't usually have was a tightly wound brunette who organized her toiletries in alphabetical order and slept like she was afraid the mattress might judge her.

Ava Monroe.

I'd known what she was the second I walked through the door and saw her standing there — dripping wet, clutching a towel, looking at me like I was a complication she hadn't budgeted for. She had that energy. The energy of a woman who planned her meals for the week on Sunday and felt genuine anxiety when something deviated from the spreadsheet. Her suitcase had a packing cube system. I could see the color-coded edges through the open zipper.

She was also — and this was the part I'd been sitting with for the last hour — extraordinarily beautiful in a way she clearly didn't know about.

Not model beautiful. Not performative. Beautiful in the way of someone who'd spent so long managing herself that she'd forgotten to notice what was underneath all the management. Dark brown hair that wanted to curl but had been clipped, braided, and disciplined into submission. Brown eyes that tracked everything — cataloging, assessing, filing — but went soft and unguarded when she didn't realize I was looking. A mouth that pressed into a line when she was thinking and went full and almost lush when she forgot to think.

She'd looked at me when I came through the door. Not a glance — a look. The kind that starts at the face and drops, involuntarily, before snapping back up with a tiny flare of panic. I'd been on the receiving end of that look enough times to recognize it.

She didn't know. Or she knew and she'd buried it so deep it registered as static — background noise she'd trained herself to ignore. Either way, it was there, and it was loud, and she had no idea how loud it was.

Not my business. Not my project. I was here to shoot storms and drink coffee and spend two weeks inside my own head, and I was not going to spend any of that time cataloging the sleep patterns of a straight woman having a feelings crisis in a shared bed.

Except.

She'd touched my hand when I shook hers, and she hadn't let go right away. A fraction of a second too long. Her fingers had tightened — a tiny, reflexive squeeze — and then released like she'd caught herself stealing.

I noticed things like that. It was an occupational hazard. Photography trained your eye to catch the micro-expressions, the split-second shifts that told the real story. And Ava Monroe's real story was written in every careful inch of distance she put between us.

Now it was morning — our first real morning — and the distance was proving harder to maintain.

The room was small. That was the fundamental issue. Room seven was generous by Driftwood standards, but it was still a single room with a single bed and a single tub and no real boundaries. We'd negotiated the bathroom in shifts — she went first, spending exactly twelve minutes behind the closed door (I heard the lock click, which told me more than she probably wanted it to) while I sat on the window seat and pretended to read.

My turn. I took the bathroom, left the door cracked because the fan didn't work and the steam turned the room into a sauna. Brushed my teeth, washed my face, ran my fingers through my hair because I'd stopped traveling with a brush three years ago. I was thinking about the light — storm was moving east, which meant we'd get that silvered coastal light around midday, perfect for the basalt formations at Chapman Point — and not thinking about the woman on the other side of the wall.

I came out of the bathroom and pulled my sleep shirt over my head.

Not for effect. Not on purpose. I changed in rooms. I'd been changing in rooms — hotel rooms, hostels, tents, the back of my truck — for the better part of a decade. Modesty was a luxury that required more square footage than I usually had access to, and I'd stopped thinking about it years ago.

So I pulled the shirt off, standing there in my sports bra and boxers, reaching for the flannel I'd draped over the radiator last night, and the bathroom door opened.

Ava stopped.

Not a dramatic stop. Not a gasp, not a clutched-towel moment. She just — stopped. In the doorway. Her eyes went to my shoulders first, then down the length of my arms — she was looking at the tattoo, probably, the full sleeve that ran from my shoulder to my wrist, ferns and wildflowers and a wave breaking at my inner elbow — and then to my stomach, where I was lean from surfing and tanned from a summer of outdoor shoots, and then back up to my face with the expression of someone who'd just looked directly at the sun and was trying to pretend they hadn't.

"Sorry," she said. Too fast. "I forgot my — sorry."

She grabbed something from the dresser — a hair tie, I think — and went back into the bathroom. The door clicked shut. The lock turned.

I stood there with my flannel in my hand and allowed myself exactly three seconds to acknowledge the flush that had climbed from her collarbones to her jaw.

Then I put the shirt on and buttoned it and went downstairs for coffee, because I was not doing this.

I was not.

• • •
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June's kitchen was warm and cluttered, and she made coffee in a percolator that was older than I was and produced the strongest, most aggressively mediocre brew on the Oregon coast. I loved it.

"How's the roommate situation?" June set a mug in front of me and leaned against the counter with the practiced ease of a woman who'd been running an inn since before I was born.

"Fine."

"Just fine?"

"She folds her underwear, June."

June's mouth twitched. "And?"

"And nothing. She folds her underwear and organizes her toiletries and slept approximately zero hours last night. I could feel her not sleeping. It was like lying next to a board that was having an anxiety attack."

"She seems sweet."

"She seems like she hasn't exhaled since 2019."

June poured herself a cup and looked at me over the rim with an expression I'd seen before — the one she used when she was about to say something she thought was wise and I thought was meddling.

"Don't," I said.

"I didn't say anything."

"You were about to."

She sipped her coffee. "She's here alone. Just out of a relationship. Booked a solo trip to figure herself out. That's brave."

"That's a Hallmark movie."

"You were a solo trip once," June said. "Twenty-seven, angry, camera in one hand and a bad breakup in the other. I remember."

I didn't have a comeback for that, mostly because she was right. Four years ago I'd shown up at The Driftwood running from Cora and running toward anything that wasn't Portland, and June had given me room seven and a percolator full of terrible coffee, and I'd spent two weeks photographing storms until I felt like myself again.

"She's straight," I said, because it needed to be said.

June raised an eyebrow. "Did she tell you that?"

"She doesn't have to. She's got a luggage tag with a man's address on it and she sleeps in drawstring pants and a t-shirt like she's at a company retreat."

"Riley."

"What?"

"You've been here twelve hours and you've already cataloged her luggage tags."

I drank my coffee and didn't answer.

• • •
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Ava came down for breakfast looking like she'd slept in a wind tunnel. Her hair was down — first time I'd seen it that way — and it curled past her shoulders in loose waves that she was clearly trying to tame with the hair tie she'd risked the doorway incident for. She'd dressed in layers: a cream sweater over a collared shirt, jeans cuffed once at the ankle. Put-together. Controlled. Except for the dark circles under her eyes and the way she paused at the bottom of the stairs like she was bracing herself.

"Coffee's on the counter," I said. "It's terrible. You'll love it."

She poured a cup, added cream, stirred exactly five times — I counted — and sat down across from me at the small dining table. The table was barely four feet wide. Our knees almost touched underneath it.

"Did you sleep?" she asked.

"Like the dead. You?"

"Fine."

She hadn't. I'd been awake for most of it — lying in the dark listening to the controlled in-and-out of her breathing, the way she shifted every fifteen minutes with surgical precision, the long stretches of absolute stillness that were louder than anything else. She'd been performing relaxation the way some people performed orgasms: technically correct and completely unconvincing.

I didn't call her on it. She didn't need me pointing out that I'd spent our first night together listening to her breathe. That was a level of intimacy we hadn't earned yet, and it would've sent her straight to the Holiday Inn.

"Rain's supposed to keep up until mid-afternoon," I said. "I was going to work on some edits if you want the room. Or if you want to explore, June's got a whole binder of local spots."

"I brought books." She wrapped both hands around her mug. Her fingers were slender, nails short and unpolished. "I was planning to read. And journal."

"Journaling." I nodded. "What are you journaling about?"

Her eyes came up. Wary. "Just... things. Self-reflection."

"Heavy."

"It's not — it's just prompts. From a book."

I leaned back in my chair. "Give me one."

"What?"

"A prompt. Give me one of the prompts."

She looked at me like I'd suggested we rob the general store. "They're personal."

"They're from a book. They can't be that personal."

She held my gaze for a moment, and I watched the calculation happen — the part of her that wanted to refuse wrestling with the part of her that was curious what I'd do with it. Curiosity won.

"Fine. 'What are you avoiding, and what would happen if you stopped?'"

I let that sit for a second. Then: "Damn. That is personal."

She almost smiled. Almost. The corner of her mouth moved a quarter-inch, and she caught it and pulled it back, but I'd seen it. Filed it.

"What about you?" she said. "What are you here for? Just photographs?"

"Just photographs. The storm season light out here is — there's nothing like it. Everything looks like the end of the world in the best way. I've been shooting it for four years."

"Can I see?"

I hadn't expected that. I pulled out my laptop and opened the October folder — four years of storms, coastline, fog banks rolling in at dawn, waves breaking against basalt stacks with spray twenty feet high. I turned the screen toward her.

She leaned in. Her face changed as she scrolled — the tightness in her jaw released, her eyes widened slightly, and she made a small sound that wasn't quite a word. More like a breath with a shape.

"These are incredible," she said. "This one — is that here?"

"About a mile south. Chapman Point. You can walk it at low tide."

"The light is—" She shook her head. "How do you get the light to look like that? Like it's alive?"

"Long exposure. And being willing to stand in the rain for three hours until the sky does what I need it to do."

She looked up from the screen, and our faces were close because she'd leaned in to see the laptop. Maybe eighteen inches apart. Her eyes were very brown, and they had gold in them near the iris, and she smelled like the inn's lavender soap and something underneath it that was just her — warm, clean, slightly sweet.

She pulled back first. Slowly, like she was being careful not to make it look like a retreat.

"You're really talented," she said to her coffee cup.

"Thank you."

Silence. The rain on the windows. June moving around in the kitchen. The old house breathing.

"So," Ava said. "Today."

• • •
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We spent the day in room seven because there was nowhere else to go.

The rain was relentless — not the dramatic, photogenic kind I could shoot, but the gray, monotonous kind that turned the world into soup. We settled into separate corners: Ava on the bed with a book (a novel, not the journaling prompts, which she kept in her suitcase like classified material), me on the window seat with my laptop editing October's first batch.

The room was quiet. Not uncomfortable, exactly, but charged — the way air feels before a storm breaks, when the pressure is wrong and your body knows it before your brain does. Every sound was amplified. The turn of her pages. The click of my trackpad. The radiator doing its thing.

At some point, I looked up and found her watching me. She looked away immediately, but the color was already climbing her neck, and I thought: There it is.

"I'm going to make some lunch," I said, because one of us needed to break the circuit before it built to something she wasn't ready for. "June keeps the guest kitchen stocked. You want anything?"

"I'll come with you."

We made sandwiches in the small kitchen, moving around each other in a space designed for one person. My hand brushed her elbow reaching for the bread. Her hip bumped mine at the counter when she turned. Normal things. Things that happen when two people share a kitchen.

Except every contact landed like a fingerprint on wet glass — visible, traceable, impossible to ignore.

We ate on the window seat because the bed felt like too much and the floor felt like too little. Our feet were on the same cushion, almost touching. She'd tucked hers up under her, but the tips of her socks were an inch from my knee, and she didn't pull them back.

The power flickered at three o'clock.

"Shit," Ava said, which was the first time I'd heard her swear, and it made her seem suddenly, disarmingly real.

"Happens every storm." I was already pulling candles from the window seat storage — June kept them stocked. "Give me a second."

I lit four candles and placed them around the room — one on the dresser, one on the nightstand, two on the windowsill. The light was warm and uneven, turning the walls golden and the shadows deep, and the room shrank. Not physically, but in feeling. The world outside disappeared, and the space between us became the whole geography.

Ava was sitting on the bed now, knees pulled up, book in her lap. The candlelight did something to her face — softened the angles, warmed the brown of her eyes, caught the curve of her throat when she swallowed.

"Tell me something," she said. "About yourself. Something real."

I leaned against the window frame. "I got caught in a riptide two years ago. Right off the beach below here."

Her eyes went wide. "What happened?"

"I was an idiot. Went in to grab a lens I'd dropped — it rolled off a rock, hit the water, and I went after it because it was a two-thousand-dollar lens and I'm cheap. The current grabbed me before I cleared the break."

"How did you get out?"

"Stopped fighting. You can't swim against a riptide — you'll drown trying. You have to let it take you out and then swim parallel until you're clear." I paused. "Hardest thing I've ever done. Every instinct screams fight, and the only way to survive is to stop fighting."

She was watching my mouth. I could feel it — the quality of her attention had shifted from my eyes to my mouth, and she was staring at my lips the way she'd stared at the photographs earlier. Like she was trying to understand something about the composition.

She caught herself. Looked away. Reached for her book.

But her hands were shaking, just slightly, and she turned two pages at once without noticing.

• • •
[image: ]


Night.

We went through the routine — bathroom shifts, pajamas, the careful choreography of two people pretending the bed was a neutral space. No pillow wall tonight, but a clear line of demarcation: her side, my side, twelve inches of no-man's-land between.

I turned off my lamp first this time. Let the dark settle. Ava's breathing was more controlled than last night — she'd learned from her mistakes, figured out that too-even breathing was its own tell, and was trying to fake something more natural.

She was bad at it.

I rolled onto my side, facing her. She was on her back, hands folded over her stomach like she was laid out for viewing. Her profile in the faint window-light was sharp: straight nose, full lower lip, the line of her jaw set hard with concentration.

"Ava."

"Hmm?"

"I don't bite." I let the pause stretch one beat. Two. "Unless you ask."

Silence.

She didn't respond. Didn't move. But I could hear the change in her breathing — the careful rhythm stuttered, broke, and reassembled itself a half-step faster than before. Her fingers tightened over her stomach. The duvet shifted, minutely, as something in her body reacted to the words.

I smiled in the dark. I shouldn't have. It wasn't fair — she was processing something, maybe the biggest something of her life, and I was teasing her because I couldn't help it, because her reactions were so immediate and so visible that it was like watching a time-lapse of a flower opening.

"Goodnight, Riley," she said. Her voice was thinner than it had been two minutes ago. Tighter.

"Goodnight."

I closed my eyes and listened to her not-sleep.

It was different tonight. Last night, her wakefulness had been general — the discomfort of a new bed, a new room, a stranger's proximity. Tonight, it was specific. I could hear it in the quality of her stillness: the way she held herself motionless, the way her breathing would deepen and then catch, the long pauses where I knew she was lying there with her eyes open, staring at the ceiling, thinking about something that made her pulse visible in her throat.

I thought about the riptide.

Every instinct screams fight, and the only way to survive is to stop fighting.

She wasn't ready. She might never be ready. She might go home to Portland and put this week in a box and label it That Weird Time I Shared a Room with a Photographer and never think about it again. Some women did. Most women did.

But lying in the dark, listening to her breathe, I thought about the way she'd looked at my photographs. The way her voice had dropped half an octave when she asked me how I got the light to look like that. The way her fingers had tightened around my hand when we shook hello.

I thought about the two pages she'd turned without reading.

I thought about the flush that started at her collarbones and climbed.

She wasn't sleeping. I wasn't sleeping.

The rain kept coming, and the old house held us in its top-floor room like a secret, and Riley Shaw — who had photographed war zones and volcanic eruptions and three-story waves and hadn't flinched — lay in the dark next to a woman who organized her underwear by color and felt her heart doing something it had absolutely no business doing.

She doesn't know what she wants yet, I thought.

Ava shifted. A tiny movement — a quarter-turn toward me, barely perceptible. Her knee crossed the invisible line between her side and mine.

She didn't pull it back.

But her body does.
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Chapter 3

Ava
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I woke up in the wrong place.

Not wrong as in unfamiliar — I'd adjusted to that, mostly, the sloped ceiling and the lavender sheets and the radiator ticking in the corner like a mechanical heartbeat. Wrong as in wrong side of the bed. Wrong as in I'd gone to sleep pressed against the right edge with six inches of mattress between my body and the floor, and I'd woken up in the center.

In the center, with my face three inches from Riley Shaw's shoulder.

She was on her side, facing me, one arm tucked under her pillow and the other resting between us. Her hair was everywhere — auburn waves fanned across the white pillowcase, one strand caught on her lower lip, moving slightly with each exhale. Her face in sleep was different than awake. Softer. The confidence that structured her jaw and sharpened her eyes was gone, replaced by something unguarded and almost tender.

I could feel her warmth. Not theoretically, not as an ambient awareness — actually feel it, radiating from her body across the four inches of sheet between us like she was generating her own weather system. My body had found it in the night the way bodies find heat sources, the way a cat finds a patch of sun, and I'd migrated toward it without permission or consciousness.

My heart was doing something medically inadvisable.

I lay there for approximately seven seconds, cataloging the situation with the part of my brain that was awake enough to catalog: the steady rhythm of her breathing, the faint freckling across her collarbones that I hadn't noticed in lamplight, the way her tank top had shifted in her sleep, revealing the full line of her tattoo sleeve from shoulder to bicep — dense, intricate, a forest of ferns and wildflowers that wound around her arm like it had grown there.

Seven seconds. Then the rest of my brain came online, and I slid backward across the mattress with the controlled urgency of someone defusing a bomb.

I made it to the edge without waking her. Lay there on my back, staring at the ceiling, heart thudding so hard I could hear it in my ears. The clock on the nightstand said 6:47 a.m. Outside, the rain had softened to a steady gray whisper.

You moved toward her in your sleep.

The thought sat in my chest like a stone. Not because it was surprising — I'd been aware of her warmth all night, a low-grade gravitational pull that I'd been consciously resisting until consciousness left the building. But because of how it had felt to wake up there. Close to her. Surrounded by the smell of her — salt and sandalwood and clean skin.

It had felt correct. Like a key finding a lock it didn't know existed.

And that was the problem.

I got up carefully, pulled on the sweater I'd left on the dresser, and went to the window seat. The ocean was invisible behind a curtain of fog, the sky and water blurred into a single sheet of pewter gray. I pulled my journal from my bag and opened it to today's prompt.

Day 2: What would you do differently if no one was watching?

I stared at the question. Then I closed the journal and stared at the fog instead.

• • •
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Riley woke up easy. No alarm, no gradual surfacing — she was asleep and then she wasn't, sitting up in one fluid motion and pushing her hair back with both hands like she'd done it ten thousand times. She blinked twice, found me on the window seat, and smiled.

"Morning."

"Morning."

"How long have you been up?"

"A while."

She stretched — arms above her head, back arching, the hem of her tank top lifting to reveal a strip of stomach and the shadow line of her hip above the waistband of her boxers. The stretch lasted four seconds. I felt every one of them in the base of my spine.

"Rain still going?" she asked.

"Hasn't stopped."

"Good day for staying in, then." She swung her legs off the bed. "I'll make coffee. June hides the good beans behind the percolator — don't tell her I know."

She padded out of the room barefoot, and I sat on the window seat and pressed my palms flat against the cold glass and reminded myself that I was here for self-reflection. Personal growth. Figuring out why my three-year relationship had ended not with a bang but with a shrug.

I was not here to notice how Riley Shaw's hip bones looked in the gray morning light.

Aesthetic appreciation, I told myself, for the second time in two days. You're allowed to notice. Everyone notices. It doesn't mean—

But I couldn't finish the sentence, because I didn't know what it didn't mean, and the not-knowing was starting to feel less like uncertainty and more like a door I'd been leaning against for a very long time.

• • •
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She came back with two mugs and handed me one without asking how I took it. Black. She'd remembered from watching me make it yesterday — cream, no sugar. Except this cup was black.

"Try it before you add anything," she said, settling onto the other end of the window seat. Her feet were bare and her toes were cold — I could tell because she tucked them under the edge of my blanket without asking, and the chill of them brushed my ankle.

I sipped. The coffee was rich and dark and miles better than yesterday's percolator brew.

"June's secret stash," Riley said. "Ethiopian single-origin. She saves it for herself, but I know where she keeps it."

"It's good."

"Told you."

We sat on the window seat with our coffees and watched the rain. Her feet were still under my blanket, the tips of her toes now warming against the outside of my calf. She hadn't asked. I hadn't moved. We were sharing thermal regulation like it was a normal thing that strangers did on day two.

"What's on the Reset Week agenda for today?" she asked.

I looked at her. "How do you know about Reset Week?"

"You said yesterday you were here for self-reflection. That's Reset Week energy. You've got a schedule, don't you? Color-coded?"

"Green ink," I said, before I could stop myself. "Green is for personal growth."

She pressed her lips together. Not mocking — she was trying not to laugh, and the effort was transforming her face into something that made my chest ache.

"Don't," I said.

"I'm not."

"You're about to."

"I would never mock your color-coded personal growth system." She took a long sip of coffee, eyes bright over the rim. "What color is fun?"

"Orange."

She did laugh then — a real one, warm and low, with her head tipping back and her throat exposed and her whole body softening. It was the kind of laugh that made you want to keep saying things to hear it again.

"Okay," she said. "So today was supposed to be what? Journaling? Beach walk?"

"Beach walk, afternoon reading, evening meditation. But the weather—"

"The weather says we're trapped."

"We're not trapped. We're—"

"Trapped." She grinned. "In a twelve-by-fourteen room with one bed, one tub, and each other. That's the definition of trapped, Ava."

The way she said my name. Like she'd unwrapped it, looked at all the sides, and decided she liked the weight of it.

"We could go downstairs," I said. "The dining room, or—"

"We could. Or we could stay up here and you could tell me what your journal prompts say and I could show you how to edit a RAW file and we could stop pretending this is awkward."

"It's not awkward."

"Your left eye twitches when you lie."

​
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