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Chapter 1 — Vacancy
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Eli

The roof was trying to kill me, and honestly, I respected it for having a plan.

I was straddling the ridge line of Thorne House in a light September rain, thirty-two feet above the garden, holding a tube of roofing sealant in one hand and my grandmother's memory in the other, because Dot was the last person who'd actually known how this house worked. She used to say the Victorian had moods. That the third-floor radiator sulked, the pocket doors flirted, and the roof — the roof held grudges.

The roof, it turned out, held water. Directly above my bedroom. In a slow, patient drip that had ruined one pillow, threatened a second, and made a sound at 3 a.m. like the house clearing its throat to tell me something.

"I know," I told the shingles, smearing sealant along a seam split like an old lip. "I know. I'm working on it."

Below me, the certified-mail truck pulled up.

You learn to fear certified mail the way sailors fear a green sky. Regular mail brings coupons and condolence cards. Certified mail brings lawyers. I watched the carrier pick her way up the front walk, past the overgrown hydrangeas Dot used to threaten with pruning shears she never once used, and I felt the specific dread of a man who is thirty feet in the air and being formally served anyway.

By the time I climbed down — carefully, because dying before opening the envelope felt like letting it win — my hands were wet and my heart was doing something arrhythmic and stupid.

RE: Estate of Dorothy Anne Thorne. Notice of Outstanding Lien and Conditional Transfer.

I read it standing in the front hall, dripping on the parquet, while the house creaked around me in what I chose to interpret as sympathy.

The short version: Grandma Dot, who had raised me in this house on cinnamon toast and casual profanity, had left me the place with a catch. There was a lien against the estate — taxes, an old second mortgage she'd never mentioned, a number with more digits than my savings account had ever contemplated. I had twelve months to clear it.

And if I didn't, the house didn't go to the bank.

It went to Gerald.

Uncle Gerald, Dot's younger son, who had visited exactly twice in my childhood and both times referred to me, within earshot, as the situation. Gerald, who had shown up at the funeral in a suit that cost more than the roof repair, looked around the front hall like a man doing math, and said, "Well. She always did let things go."

Dot had known exactly what she was doing. She'd known I'd never let Gerald have it. The will was her last chess move, and the note she'd left with her lawyer — handwritten, blue ink, her looping schoolteacher script — was the check.

Fill it with family, Eli. Any kind.

I stood there in the hall with rain in my collar and the letter going soft in my grip, and I looked at this enormous, beautiful, leaking disaster of a house — seven bedrooms, three staircases, a kitchen built for feeding armies, a sunroom that caught light like a held breath — and I did the math Gerald had done at the funeral, except mine came out different.

Seven bedrooms. One of me.

That was six vacancies, and I knew exactly who needed rooms in this town and couldn't find them. Every queer kid who got the apartment "just rented" the minute they showed up to the viewing holding their boyfriend's hand. Every trans grad student whose roommate situation went nuclear mid-semester. Every person Dot used to quietly take in for a month or a year — because she'd done this before, informally, for decades. Half the queer community in this town had slept under this roof at some point between 1970 and now. I'd grown up thinking everyone's grandmother ran an unlicensed sanctuary.

Fill it with family. Any kind.

"Okay, Dot," I said out loud, and the radiator in the parlor knocked twice, which I decided was agreement. "Okay."

• • •
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The listing I posted was simple. Rooms available in historic Victorian. LGBTQ+ household. Rent negotiable-ish. Must be okay with: creaky floors, communal dinners, a landlord who will absolutely try to feed you. Must not be: a jerk.

The responses were not simple. The responses were a flood. I spent two weeks doing interviews at the kitchen table with a pot of coffee and a legal pad, and I learned that the fastest way to break your own heart is to have six rooms and sixty people who need one.

Jules got the basement suite because they walked into my kitchen, looked at Dot's forty-year-old cast iron hanging above the stove, and said, "Someone's been loving these wrong," and then showed me. Jules was twenty-nine, nonbinary, a line cook clawing their way toward their own menu somewhere, and they negotiated their rent down by offering to cook two house dinners a week, which was the single best deal I have ever been swindled into.

Sam got the front room because he was nineteen and trying so hard to seem older, and when I asked why he was leaving the dorms he stared at his coffee and said, "My roommate found some stuff on my laptop," in a voice I recognized from my own nineteenth year. I didn't ask what stuff. He didn't offer. I said the room came with a lock on the door and dinner on Sundays, and watched something in his shoulders come down an inch.

That left the attic studio and the sunroom suite — the two best rooms in the house, and the two I'd saved for last, and I'd like to say there was a strategy to that but the truth is I'd been putting off filling them the way you put off eating the best part of a meal.

The last day of interviews was a Thursday. It was raining again, because the house liked a theme.

Mason Reed arrived at four o'clock exactly. I know because I heard the grandfather clock in the hall start its throat-clearing and the doorbell ring on the same breath, which meant he'd been standing on the porch waiting for four o'clock. That told me most of what I needed to know before I opened the door.

The rest of what I needed to know hit me when I did.

He was tall — my height, maybe a hair over — with dark hair cut like he resented it for growing and a rain-spotted gray coat he wore the way other men wear armor. Sharp jaw, serious mouth, and eyes that went past me the second the door opened. Not rude. Just — recalibrating. He looked over my shoulder into the front hall the way I'd seen exactly one category of person look at this house before: like it was a body on an operating table and he was already scrubbed in.

"Elias Thorne?" he said.

"Eli. You must be Mason."

"You have original crown molding," he said, instead of hello, and stepped past me into the hall with his eyes tilted up, and God help me, the man looked at my grandmother's plaster acanthus leaves the way most people look at someone undressing.

"You should see the ceiling medallion in the parlor," I said, and his gaze came down and landed on me for the first time, really landed, gray-green and startlingly direct, and I felt it in my sternum like a struck note.

Landlord, I reminded myself. You are about to be this man's landlord. Boundaries. Contracts. Escrow. Think about escrow.

The interview took an hour and I don't remember pouring the coffee. He was twenty-four, a grad student in architecture writing a thesis on historic preservation, and he wanted the attic studio because — he pulled out an actual folder, who does that — the attic of a house like this one was structurally "the honest floor." The one where you could see how everything was actually built, before anyone plastered over the truth of it.

"The honest floor," I repeated.

"Everything below is what the house wants you to see," he said. "The attic is what it is."

He said it flatly, like a measurement, and I sat there in my own kitchen having a small crisis, because I have a weakness — I know this about myself, I have done the work, I have paid a therapist to tell me — for intense, contained people. People who are all load-bearing wall. People you want to find the hidden room in.

"The rent's flexible if you're handy," I heard myself say. "The house needs work. A lot of it's period-specific. Most contractors around here want to solve everything with vinyl."

Something happened to his face when I said vinyl — a flinch of pure moral offense — and then, for a quarter of a second, the serious mouth did something that was almost a smile, and I thought, oh no.

"I'm handy," Mason said.

"Then the attic's yours."

He shook my hand across the table like we were closing on a property, grip firm and dry and about two seconds longer than strictly necessary, or maybe that was me. Then he gathered his folder, thanked me with the precision of a man who'd practiced it, and left, and I stood at the front window watching him walk to his car through the rain without hurrying, like weather was a negotiation he'd already won.

"Escrow," I said to the empty hall. "Amortization. Load-bearing... walls."

The house creaked, unhelpfully.

Priya Kapoor was due at five. At five-fifteen I was starting to compose the polite it-was-lovely-to-almost-meet-you email in my head when I heard, from the direction of the back garden, a woman's voice say, clearly and with deep satisfaction:

"Oh, you're gorgeous."

I found her standing in the middle of the garden in the drizzle, no umbrella, dark hair plastered artfully to her jaw like the rain worked for her, head tipped back to take in the rear elevation of the house — the sunroom's wall of glass, the wisteria gone feral over the pergola, the whole overgrown, half-wild green world Dot had cultivated by benign neglect.

She was talking to the house.

"Front door's on the other side," I said.

"Front doors are for people the house hasn't decided about yet." She turned around, and her face was bright and unbothered and beautiful in the specific way of people who have never once in their lives worried about being too much. Warm brown skin, a silver ring in her nose, paint on her knuckles — actual paint, three colors. "You're the landlord. Eli. You look exactly like your listing."

"My listing didn't have a photo."

"I know." She grinned, and it went through me like the doorbell had, and I thought, with something between wonder and despair: twice. Twice in one afternoon. What is wrong with me.

"Priya," she said, sticking out the painted hand. "I'm here for the sunroom, and I should tell you up front I've already decided to live here, so this interview is really more for your benefit."

Reader, the interview was for my benefit.

She came in through the back door like she'd done it a hundred times, toed her shoes off without being asked, and was barefoot on my grandmother's kitchen tile within four minutes of my meeting her. She was twenty-six, a freelance illustrator, pan — "in every sense, ask Jules, I saw the cast iron" — and she needed the sunroom because her current studio apartment had one window that faced a wall, and she was, in her words, "a plant. Light in, art out. It's a whole photosynthesis situation."

She asked better questions than I did. Whether the household ate together. Whether people left their doors open. What Dot had been like — and when I talked about her, Priya put her chin in her hand and listened, actually listened, with her whole face, and I heard myself telling her about the cinnamon toast and the strays and the note in blue ink, things I hadn't said out loud to anyone, while the coffee went cold between us.

"Fill it with family," she repeated. "Any kind." She looked around the kitchen slowly — the chalkboard by the pantry where Dot used to write the week's menu, the long scarred table with room for twelve, the window over the sink where the garden pressed its green face against the glass. "Yeah," she said softly, like she was answering a question the house had asked her. "Okay. I'm in."

"I haven't offered you the room."

"Eli." She said my name like we were already old friends, like she'd been saying it for years, and smiled at me over the cold coffee with rain still drying in her hair. "Offer me the room."

"The sunroom's yours," I said, helpless.

"I know," she said. "Thank you."

• • •
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Move-in weekend, the house came alive like a struck match.

Jules commandeered the kitchen by nine on Saturday morning and by noon the whole first floor smelled like garlic and browned butter and something with cardamom that made Sam keep inventing reasons to walk past the stove. Sam himself moved in with two duffel bags and a gaming setup he assembled with the reverence of a priest dressing an altar, and then hovered on the staircase offering to help everyone with everything, visibly delighted and visibly terrified, until Jules put a knife in his hand and taught him to mince.

Priya's move-in involved a rented van, four hundred plants — an estimate; I stopped counting — six easels, and a rolled-up rug she carried on her shoulder like a bazooka. She turned the sunroom into a jungle-studio hybrid in a single afternoon, propped the glass doors open, and put on music that traveled through the whole house like a change in the weather.

Mason's move-in involved one trip. Boxes, labeled. Books, alphabetized before they went in the boxes, I'd have bet the house on it. A drafting table he carried up three flights of stairs alone, and it was heavy — I could tell it was heavy by the way the muscles in his back moved under his t-shirt, which I noticed in a purely structural, load-bearing capacity, from the second-floor landing, where I had paused for reasons.

He'd taken off the gray coat armor. In a plain white t-shirt gone translucent at the shoulders with sweat, Mason Reed turned out to be built the way old houses are built: nothing showy, everything solid, everything doing work.

"You could take a picture."

Priya's voice, at my elbow, pitched for my ears only.

I did not jump. I turned with the unhurried dignity of a homeowner inspecting his staircase, and found her leaning against the newel post with a monstera under one arm and an expression of pure, feline delight.

"I was checking the banister," I said. "It's original."

"Mm." She looked up the stairs, where Mason had disappeared around the attic landing, and then back at me, and her dark eyes were dancing. "Lot of original woodwork in this house."

"Priya."

"I'm just saying. As your newest tenant. Great bones." She patted the newel post, hoisted her monstera, and headed down toward her jungle, and then paused, three steps below me, and looked back up.

The teasing was still in her face but there was something else under it now, something warmer and more curious, and when she spoke again it was lighter than air and it landed like a dropped anvil.

"Oh," she said, "this is going to be fun."

She disappeared into the green light of the sunroom, humming with the music, and I stood alone on my grandmother's staircase with my hand on the original banister and my heart doing the arrhythmic stupid thing again, thirty feet under a roof that held grudges, in a house I had twelve months to save, which I had just filled — in accordance with the last wishes of Dorothy Anne Thorne, who had never once made a move without knowing exactly how the game would end — with family.

Any kind.

Above me, in the honest floor, I heard Mason's footsteps cross the attic, measured and sure, learning the bones of the place. Below me, Priya's laugh rose up through the house like heat.

The parlor radiator knocked twice.

"Don't start," I told it, and went down to see if Jules needed help with dinner.
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Chapter 2 — First Dinner
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Priya

Here's what nobody tells you about moving into a haunted house: the ghost is the landlord.

Not dead. Worse. Alive, thirty-two, criminally good with his hands, and haunting his own hallways like he's not sure he's allowed to live in them. I'd been at Thorne House four days and I'd already mapped his patterns the way you map light through a room before you set up an easel. Eli Thorne rose at six. He fixed things nobody had reported broken. He fed everyone constantly and ate standing up at the counter like sitting down would be presumptuous. And he moved through his own gorgeous house with the careful gratitude of a guest who's afraid of overstaying.

I wanted to draw him. I wanted to do several other things to him, in a ranked and evolving list, but first I wanted to draw him, because that's how I figure people out, and Eli Thorne was a figure-out-able man pretending to be a simple one.

Friday night was the first official House Dinner, capital letters, chalked on the kitchen board in Eli's tidy hand under Jules's menu: braised short ribs, saffron rice, burnt honey carrots, ask Jules about the bread at your own risk.

I came down at seven with my hair still wet from the shower, wearing the yellow dress that makes me look like a good decision, and found the kitchen already in full swing — Jules at the stove conducting steam like a symphony, Sam setting the table with the focused terror of a boy defusing a bomb, and Eli at the counter opening wine, sleeves rolled to the elbow.

Forearms. Noted. Filed.

"You're staring," Jules said, without turning around.

"I'm an artist. It's called studying."

"Study the trivet drawer. Left of the stove."

The long table sat twelve and we were five, so we clustered at one end, which turned out to be the correct architecture for what the evening became. Eli at the head — he tried to sit at the side; Jules physically redirected him with a wooden spoon, no words exchanged, and Eli went, pink-eared, and I filed that too: takes direction, blushes about it. Interesting. Extremely interesting.

Sam sat at Eli's right and spent the first course looking at him the way freshmen look at the professor who learned their name. Jules sat across from me, watching everything with the placid omniscience of someone who's worked a hundred kitchen lines and can smell drama the way they smell scorching butter — early, and with mild professional interest.

Mason came down last.

I'd barely seen him since move-in. He kept attic hours, appeared for coffee at ruthless dawn, and moved through shared spaces with a nod that managed to be perfectly polite and completely fortified. Tonight he'd made an effort — a dark henley instead of the drafting-table t-shirt, hair damp, pushed back. He took the seat at Eli's left, across from Sam, said "This smells incredible" to Jules with grave sincerity, and poured himself exactly one glass of wine.

And then, for the whole first course, he watched Eli.

He was careful about it. He was architectural about it, all sight-lines and load paths — eyes on his plate, on Jules, on the salt, and then a flick to Eli whenever Eli laughed, like he was measuring the laugh. Cataloguing it. Filing it in a labeled box, three flights up, on the honest floor.

Oh, I thought, with the pure joy of a woman who has just found the composition. Oh, this house has a plot.

The food was obscene. Jules accepted our worship with a nod. Wine went around, the rain came back and drummed on the sunroom glass down the hall, and the conversation got loose and warm the way it does when a house decides to work.

Sam, two sips of wine into visible courage, asked how everyone had ended up here — like it wasn't the same story five ways — and we went around the table trading edited versions. Jules: "Bad breakup, worse sublet, good cast iron." Sam: "Dorms are — " a shrug that held a semester of misery — "loud." Me: "My old studio had one window and it faced a wall. I have needs."

"Light in, art out," Eli said, and I pointed at him, delighted he'd kept it.

"He remembers intake interviews," Mason said. Dry. First unprompted sentence of the night. "You said the attic was the honest floor," he added, to Eli. "I've been up there two weeks. You were underselling it. Whoever framed that roof was showing off for God."

"That would be Elias the First," Eli said. "Dot's grandfather-in-law. Family legend says he built the attic first and hung the rest of the house off it, which is structurally illiterate, but Dot told it at every Christmas, so it's true now."

"It's not entirely illiterate," Mason said, and then caught himself defending a dead man's mythical framing order, and stopped, and the tips of his ears went faintly red, and Eli grinned at him — wide, real, the first fully unguarded thing I'd seen the man do — and Mason looked down at his plate like the grin was direct sunlight.

Jules's eyes met mine across the table for one flat millisecond.

I know, I didn't say. I KNOW.

So naturally, being me, I threw a lit match into the room to see what the airflow did.

"Okay, house question." I refilled my glass. "Rental agreement, page two, the conduct clause is very thorough about noise and guests and candles. Nothing about the important stuff. What's the policy on landlord perks?"

Sam made a sound like a kettle. Jules's mouth did the thing where it doesn't smile but you can see the smile filed away for later. Eli, God bless him, walked straight into it: "Perks like — the garden's shared, the tools in the basement are — "

"Eli." I put my chin in my hand. "I'm asking if the landlord is included in the amenities."

The pink went up his throat this time, past the collar, and he laughed — flustered, warm, not offended, filing his own reaction wrong the way self-deprecating men do — and said something about how the amenities were mostly load-bearing and leaked when it rained.

But I wasn't watching Eli.

I was watching Mason, one seat down, and Mason had gone very still. Not scandalized-still. Not uncomfortable-still. Alert-still. A man hearing someone else bid on a piece he'd been circling in silence, telling himself the auction hadn't started yet.

His eyes came off Eli and landed on me for the first time all dinner, gray-green and level, and I looked right back, friendly as anything, and raised my glass half an inch. I see you, attic man.

He didn't raise his. But he didn't look away either, and something passed between us across the burnt honey carrots that wasn't hostility and wasn't alliance yet. Reconnaissance, maybe. Two people discovering they'd been sketching the same subject.

"There's dessert," Jules announced, to the table, ending the moment with the timing of a person who would deny doing it on purpose. "There's always dessert. It's a policy."

• • •
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After, the house did its dispersal thing — Sam and Jules on dish duty by rotation, then Sam upstairs to his glowing altar of monitors, Jules down to the basement, Mason lingering in the doorway a moment like the room was a drawing he wasn't done with, and then gone up, tread even on the stairs, all the way to the honest floor.

I should have gone to bed too. Instead I wandered back toward the kitchen at eleven for a glass of water, which was a lie I told myself with a straight face, barefoot in an old paint shirt, and found exactly what the lie had hoped to find.

Eli. Alone. At the sink.

He'd sent the dish crew off and then stayed to do the pots himself — of course he had — sleeves shoved up, hands in the suds, hips against the counter, washing his grandmother's cast iron by the light over the stove with the rest of the kitchen gone dim and gold around him. He hadn't heard me. He was somewhere else entirely, half-humming a piece of whatever I'd played that afternoon, and the look on his face was the one I'd been failing to catch for four days: unwatched. Unhosted. Just a man in a house he loved, missing someone who used to stand where he was standing.

That's the drawing, I thought. Right there.

"You do know," I said, "that the dish rotation exists."

He startled — a full-body flinch, water flicking, and then that laugh again, caught-out and warm. "It's the cast iron. Jules loves it violently. I love it correctly. Someone has to protect it from being loved violently."

"You made dinner possible, you bought the wine, and now you're doing secret midnight pots." I crossed the kitchen and hopped up to sit on the counter beside the sink, close enough that he had to turn his head to look at me. "Who takes care of the innkeeper, Eli?"

"The innkeeper is fine. The innkeeper thrives on — "

"Don't finish that sentence with 'being useful,' I'll scream and wake Sam."

His mouth opened. Closed. He looked genuinely, comically caught, hands going still in the water, and up close in the stove-light I could see everything I'd been collecting all week assemble itself into one legible picture: the man fed everyone and starved politely. He touched everything in this house with care and expected nothing to touch him back. He'd filled his grandmother's home with people and then stationed himself at the edge of it, host, fixer, keeper of the cast iron, fundamentally convinced — you could see it, it was load-bearing — that he was the innkeeper and never the guest of honor.

Unacceptable. Artistically, personally, structurally unacceptable.

"Priya," he said, and my name in his mouth was careful, half a question, and his eyes had gone dark and uncertain and hopeful in a way he'd clearly veto if he caught himself doing it, "I'm your landlord."

"You're my housemate," I said, "who owns a spreadsheet. And I'm going to kiss you now, unless you say the word no, which is always in play and works instantly. That's the whole policy."

He didn't say no.

He said — barely, gravel under it — "Okay," and it came out like a confession, and I took his face in both hands and kissed him.

Soft, first. Deliberate. A statement of intent rather than the intent itself — his mouth warm and startled under mine, tasting of red wine and burnt honey. For one heartbeat he held completely still, the way you do when something you've told yourself not to want walks up and wants you back.

Then he made a sound low in his chest — quiet, undone, the sound of a policy failing — and kissed me like he meant it.

His hands came out of the water and landed on my waist, soapy and warm, soaking two perfect handprints through the paint shirt, and I hummed approval against his mouth and felt him pull me half off the counter into him, one wet hand sliding to the small of my back, and oh, there he was. There was the man under the innkeeper. He kissed the way I'd bet the house he'd do everything else — attentive, responsive, tuned entirely to the other person's frequency, chasing every sound I made like it was instruction. I dragged my nails lightly up the back of his neck into his hair and he shivered, full length of him, and broke off with his forehead against mine, breathing like the stairs.

"That's," he managed.

"Mm."

"We should — I should — there are probably — "

"Rules?" I said, sweetly, and kissed the corner of his jaw, and felt him stop constructing the sentence.

And that's when the floorboard spoke.

Old houses take sides — one crack of wood in the doorway, deliberate as a knuckle on a doorframe, and we both turned, Eli's hands still printed on my waist, and there was Mason.

Water glass in one hand. Attic henley, bare feet. Absolutely motionless in the doorway of the dim gold kitchen, and I want to be precise about what his face did, because I was watching it very closely and it mattered.

It didn't do outrage. It didn't do embarrassment, the polite oh-god-sorry scramble of a man who's walked in on something that has nothing to do with him.

It did hunger, for exactly three seconds. Aimed at the middle of the room. At the soapy handprints. At Eli's wrecked mouth and blown-dark eyes — and yes, some of it splashed on me, I'm splashable, but I know where a look is pointed, I've spent my whole life drawing where looks are pointed.

Then the shutters came down, smooth as a drafting stroke, and he was fortified again, polite again.

"Goodnight," Mason said, evenly, to both of us, and turned around and went back up the stairs without his water.

The kitchen held still. Eli had gone rigid under my hands, staring at the empty doorway with an expression cycling through guilt, mortification, and something else he stuffed in a box so fast I almost missed it — something that had flared, for half a second, at being seen.

Filed. Underlined. Three exclamation points.

"Eli." I patted his chest, right over the noisy heart. "Breathe."

"He — that was — I need to talk to him, he probably thinks — "

"Eli." I waited until his eyes came back to me. He looked like a man doing structural math on his entire life, and I smiled at him, slow, because someone in this house was going to have to be the one who says the true thing out loud, and it was so clearly going to be me, for years, forever, starting now.

"He didn't look jealous of me, baby," I said. "He looked jealous of my mouth."

I hopped off the counter, filled the water glass I'd come for, and left him standing at the sink with his grandmother's cast iron and his whole worldview creaking on its frame — and behind me, as I padded down the hall toward my jungle, I heard it plain as anything.

Overhead, the attic floor. Pacing.

The honest floor, being honest.

I grinned all the way to bed.
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Chapter 3 — Sunroom Rules
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Eli

I spent Saturday being extremely responsible, which is to say I avoided both of them like a coward with a to-do list.

I regrouted the second-floor bathroom. I bled the radiators. I drafted, in my head, a calm and adult speech about boundaries and rental law and how the kiss had been lovely — genuinely, catastrophically lovely, the kind of kiss that reorganizes your filing system — but how I was the landlord, and there were power dynamics, and it wouldn't be right, and we should all just—

The speech had a hole in it the size of a doorway, and standing in the hole was Mason, holding a water glass, looking at us like a starving man watching someone else get fed.

He looked jealous of my mouth.

I regrouted a second bathroom that did not need it.

By evening I'd worked myself into that state of moral clarity that's really just exhaustion wearing a tie, and I went to find Priya to deliver the speech. Her door was open. Her door, I would learn, was always open, and that was never an accident with her; nothing was.

The sunroom at dusk stopped me on the threshold. She'd made it a jungle lit from within — plants massed against the glass walls, two lamps throwing warm pools, an easel in the middle of it with a big sheet of paper clipped up, and beyond all of it the dark garden pressing in against the windows like an audience taking its seats. She was cross-legged on the floor in shorts and that ruined paint shirt, charcoal in hand, hair piled up and skewered with a pencil.

She didn't look up. "You've been hiding all day."

"I've been maintaining the property."

"You regrouted a bathroom that was regrouted in March. Jules told me. Jules tells me everything; it's the best amenity in the house." She set down the charcoal and looked at me then, and her face was kind, which was worse than smug. "You came to give me a speech."

"It's a good speech."

"Give me the speech, Eli."

So I did — leaning in her doorway, arms crossed like the arms could hold the argument together. Landlord. Tenant. Power dynamic. Responsibility. She listened all the way through, chin on her fist, genuinely listening, and when I ran out she nodded slowly and said:

"Good speech. Wrong house." She unfolded from the floor and came toward me, unhurried, bare feet silent on the old boards. "Here's mine. I'm twenty-six. I have my own income, my own lease terms, and a signed lawyer-approved rental contract that says you can't evict me for anything short of arson, which means the power dynamic you're so worried about is mostly that I could ruin your week and you could mildly inconvenience mine." She stopped an arm's length away. "You're not my boss. You're a man I like, in a house I love, and last night you kissed me back like a dam failing, and then you spent today doing penance grout."

"It wasn't penance grout."

"Eli."

"It was partially penance grout."

Her mouth curved. "So here's the actual policy, and it's the only one that's ever mattered: two adults, one word — no — and it works instantly, always, both directions, no explanation owed. That's it. That's the whole rulebook." She held my eyes, and under the teasing she was steady and serious as bedrock. "You can say it right now and I'll make you tea and we'll never speak of this again and I will still chalk rude drawings of you on the menu board because that's separate. Or."

​
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