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Mason

The lake house smelled like sawdust and regret.

I'd been here a week already, ripping out drywall and pulling up carpet that should've been condemned a decade ago, and the place was finally starting to look less like a crime scene and more like a renovation. The bones were good — solid joists, decent foundation, a wraparound porch that just needed new boards and a few prayers. I could work with bones.

What I couldn't work with was a roommate.

My phone buzzed on the sawhorse I was using as a desk. Mom's name on the screen. I wiped plaster dust off my hands and answered.

"Hey."

"Hi, sweetheart. How's the house coming?"

"Slow. The upstairs bathroom is gutted. Plumbing's worse than Greg said."

"Oh, that's — well, that's why you're there." She had that voice on. The one that meant she was about to say something I wasn't going to like and she'd already decided I was going to agree. "Speaking of which. Greg talked to Tyler last night."

I set down the pry bar. "Okay."

"He's coming up to help. For the summer."

"No."

"Mason—"

"I don't need help. I've got a crew for the heavy stuff and the rest I can handle. I don't need some kid underfoot."

"He's not a kid. He's twenty-three. He just finished his master's."

"In what?"

"Architecture."

I laughed. One short, humorless sound. "Great. So he can tell me what the house should look like while I do the actual work."

"He needs this, Mason. He's been... adrift since graduation. Greg's worried about him. And it would mean a lot to me if you two could spend some time together. We're going to be a family."

There it was. The word she'd been lobbing at me like a grenade since she started dating Greg Hayes eight months ago. Family. As if you could just bolt two broken halves together and call it whole.

"Fine," I said, because I'd never figured out how to say no to my mother and mean it. "When?"

"Tomorrow."

"Tomorrow?"

"Love you, sweetheart. Send pictures of the porch!"

She hung up. I stared at the phone. Then I threw the pry bar across the room and it stuck in the drywall I'd just finished exposing, vibrating like a tuning fork.

Tomorrow.

* * *
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He showed up at four in the afternoon, which was already a mark against him. I'd been working since six. My shirt was soaked through, my hands were raw, and I'd just finished hauling the last of the demolished bathroom tile to the dumpster in the driveway. I was standing there, catching my breath, when a dust-colored Subaru with a cracked taillight pulled up the gravel drive.

I watched him get out.

First impression: smaller than me. Five-ten, maybe. Lean, but not skinny — there was definition in his forearms when he reached back into the car for his bag. Light brown hair, longer on top, falling across his forehead in a way that looked effortless and was probably calculated. Worn jeans. A grey henley with the sleeves pushed up.

He looked like the kind of guy who'd order an oat milk latte and know which indie band you should be listening to. I already wanted to throw something at him.

He slung a duffel over his shoulder and scanned the property. His eyes moved the way I'd seen architects look at buildings before — assessing, cataloguing, seeing the structure underneath. When his gaze landed on me, he didn't hesitate. Just walked over, easy stride, and stopped a few feet away.

"Mason?"

"Yeah."

He extended his hand. "Tyler."

I shook it. Firm grip, dry palm, calluses I wasn't expecting. He held on for exactly the right amount of time — not too long, not too short. Controlled.

"Long drive?" I asked, because my mother raised me with manners even if I resented using them.

"Four and a half hours." He looked past me at the house. Something shifted in his expression — not quite a smile, more like recognition. "She's got good bones."

I blinked. "What?"

"The house. Post-and-beam, right? Probably 1940s. The roofline's original — you can tell by the pitch. And that porch is hand-framed. Somebody knew what they were doing when they built this."

He said it matter-of-factly, like he was reading a grocery list. Not showing off. Just... seeing things.

"Yeah," I said, thrown off-balance and hating it. "That's what I said when Greg showed me the listing."

Tyler looked at me. Those eyes — hazel, I noticed now, green and brown fighting for dominance — held steady. "So we agree on something already. Good start."

I couldn't tell if he was being genuine or making fun of me. The ambiguity was irritating in a way I couldn't quite name.

"Come on," I said. "I'll show you the house."

* * *
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I walked him through the property room by room, pointing out what I'd already demoed, what was scheduled for the crew next week, where the structural work started. He followed quietly, but it wasn't passive quiet. It was the quiet of someone taking notes.

Every so often he'd touch a wall or a door frame, running his fingers along the wood like he was reading it. In the kitchen, he crouched down and looked at where the subfloor met the foundation.

"You're going to want to sister these joists," he said, mostly to himself. "There's deflection here."

"I know," I said. "It's on the list."

He glanced up at me from the floor. "Your list or my list?"

"My list. The only list."

He stood. Didn't argue. Just said "okay" in that easy tone that somehow sounded less like agreement and more like he was choosing not to fight. Yet.

Upstairs. Two bedrooms with a bathroom between them — the only bathroom with functioning plumbing, which I hadn't thought about until right now, standing in the narrow hallway with Tyler close enough that I could smell whatever soap he used. Something clean and sharp, like cedar.

"You're in here." I pushed open the door to the second bedroom. Smaller than mine, but it had a window overlooking the lake. I hadn't given him the good room out of generosity. I'd given it to him because mine was closer to the stairs and I didn't want to hear him coming and going.

Tyler dropped his duffel on the bare mattress and looked around. Simple space — bed, dresser, a closet with a door that stuck. He didn't complain. Didn't comment on the dust or the lack of curtains or the faint water stain on the ceiling I hadn't gotten to yet.

"Cool," he said. "Where do I start?"

That threw me. I'd expected — I don't know what I'd expected. Questions. Hesitation. Some millennial hand-wringing about the WiFi situation. Not where do I start with his sleeves already pushed up and his bag not even unpacked.

"Tomorrow," I said. "Six a.m. We're pulling the rest of the old siding on the east wall."

"Six works."

"It's physical work. All day."

"I figured."

"I run the site. What I say goes."

Something flickered across his face. Fast enough that I almost missed it. A tightening around the eyes, a micro-shift in his jaw. Then it was gone and he was easy again, open, agreeable.

"Your house, your rules," he said.

He said it perfectly. No sarcasm, no edge. But something about the way his mouth shaped the word rules made me feel like he was already thinking about which ones to break.

* * *
[image: ]


We ate on the porch because the kitchen was half-demolished and eating inside felt like dining in a construction dumpster. Chinese takeout from the place in town — I'd been living on it for a week and they knew my order by now. Tyler ate cross-legged on the porch rail like it was a park bench, carton balanced on his knee, chopsticks moving with an efficiency that suggested he'd survived on takeout plenty of times himself.

The lake was turning gold in the last light. Bugs hummed in the treeline. The air was warm and heavy with the smell of pine and the faintest edge of rain coming in off the water.

"So," Tyler said, not looking at me. "Your mom and my dad."

"Yep."

"Weird?"

"Yep."

He nodded. Ate another bite. "How long have you known?"

"Eight months. They met at some fundraiser thing. Your dad swept in with the big real estate energy, my mom was charmed." I shrugged. "She deserves to be happy."

"She does," Tyler agreed, and it sounded sincere. "My dad too. He's been... different since your mom."

"Different how?"

"Lighter. Less—" He paused, chopsticks mid-air. "Less like he's running a board meeting at dinner."

I filed that away without knowing why.

Silence settled between us. Not comfortable, not uncomfortable. Just the kind of silence that happens when two strangers are trying to figure out if they have anything in common besides the people who accidentally made them almost-related.

I laid out the renovation schedule while we ate. Week-by-week breakdown. Demo, structural, plumbing, electrical, finishes. I'd done dozens of renovations with my crew — I knew how to run a project, how to sequence trades, how to keep a timeline from bleeding.

Tyler listened. Nodded at the right moments. Asked one question — about the load-bearing wall between the kitchen and living room — that was actually smart enough that I had to take a second before answering.

"I want to open it up," I said. "Header beam, posts on either end."

"LVL or steel?"

"LVL. Steel's overkill for the span."

"Depends on the span. Have you measured it?"

I had measured it. He was right that it depended. I didn't say either of those things.

"I'll handle the structural decisions," I said. "You're here for labor."

Tyler set down his chopsticks. Looked at me straight on. In the fading light his eyes caught the gold off the water and for a half-second he looked like something out of a painting — composed, still, quietly certain.

"Sure," he said. "Whatever you need, boss."

Boss. He said it clean. No wink, no irony. But my chest did something involuntary — a tightening, a catch — that I did not care to examine.

"Early start," I said, standing. "Dishes are your job. I cooked."

"You ordered."

"Close enough."

I went inside. Took the stairs. Brushed my teeth in the one working bathroom and tried not to think about the fact that his toothbrush was already there on the sink edge next to mine, blue handle touching red, casual as anything.

I went to my room and shut the door.

* * *
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Here's what I knew about Tyler Hayes after four hours:

He was smart. Not performatively smart — the kind of smart that didn't need to announce itself. He saw things in buildings the way I did, maybe better, and he wasn't impressed by me, which was a problem because most people were and I'd built a career on that currency.

He was agreeable in a way that felt tactical. Every "sure" and "sounds good" and "your call" landed with the precision of someone who'd learned exactly how much compliance it took to keep the peace while giving up nothing real. I recognized the strategy because it was the opposite of mine. I took space by filling it. Tyler took space by leaving room for you to assume he wasn't.

And he wasn't afraid of me.

That was the part I couldn't stop circling. I was six-two, two-twenty, and I'd spent a decade using my size and my voice and my certainty to control every room I walked into. People deferred. It's just what happened. Tyler hadn't deferred once. He'd agreed, accommodated, adapted — but he hadn't deferred. The difference was subtle and it shouldn't have mattered and I was lying in bed at eleven p.m. thinking about it instead of sleeping.

He was going to be a problem. I just didn't know how yet.

I turned over. Punched the pillow into shape. Closed my eyes.

Down the hall, I heard his door open. Footsteps to the bathroom. Water running. The mundane sounds of someone existing in my space. Then footsteps back. His door closing.

Except it didn't close. Not all the way. I could tell by the sound — the latch hadn't caught. His door was open.

It meant nothing. Old house, warped frames, doors that didn't sit right in their jambs. I'd fix it tomorrow. Add it to the list.

I stared at the ceiling.

His door was open.

I rolled over, faced the wall, and waited for sleep to come.

It took a long time.
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Chapter 2
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Tyler

I'd spent six years learning how to read buildings. How load travels through a structure, where the stress concentrates, which walls are holding everything up and which ones are just for show. My professors called it structural intuition. My dad called it a waste of a perfectly good business degree.

Turns out it works on people, too.

Mason Reid was a load-bearing wall. Everything about him was built to support weight — the broad shoulders, the set jaw, the way he planted his feet like he was daring the ground to shift under him. He filled a room the same way a header beam spans an opening: deliberately, completely, leaving no question about what was holding things up.

I'd been at the lake house three days and I already had his blueprint.

He woke at five-thirty. Coffee, black, standing at the kitchen counter because the table was covered in plans and material lists. He didn't sit for his first cup — too restless, too wired. By six he was outside, already working, and when I came down at five-fifty-five he looked at me like I was late even though I wasn't.

He gave orders the way some people breathe — constantly, unconsciously, like it didn't occur to him there was another option. Move that stack. Hold this level. Cut along this line. And I did, because the work needed doing and fighting over every instruction would make a long summer unbearable.

But I watched.

I watched him roll his sleeves up when he was focused, the fabric straining over his forearms, tendons shifting under sun-darkened skin. I watched his voice drop half an octave when he was giving directions he expected to be followed without question — a command register, low and certain, that landed somewhere in my chest before my brain could intercept it. I watched his hands, because you can't not watch Mason's hands. Scarred across the knuckles, calloused at the base of each finger, capable in a way that went beyond skill into something almost unconscious. He handled tools like extensions of his own body — the hammer, the saw, the pry bar — with a fluency that made the work look effortless even when it clearly wasn't.

I watched, and I measured, and I kept my mouth shut.

Mostly.

* * *
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Day three. We were reframing a section of wall in what would eventually be the downstairs study. The original studs were rotted at the base — water damage from a leaking window that someone had "fixed" with caulk and optimism. Mason had already pulled the bad lumber and I was cutting new studs to length on the miter saw outside while he laid out the bottom plate.

I carried the cut studs in and started positioning them. Standard sixteen-inch on-center spacing. I toenailed the first three into place, checked them with the level, moved on.

Mason came over. Looked at my work. Pulled out his tape measure and checked the spacing even though I could see from where I stood that it was dead-on.

"These need to be tighter to the plate," he said.

I looked at the joint. The stud was flush to the plate, toenails sunk clean, no gap. It was textbook.

"They're flush," I said.

"I want them tighter."

There is no tighter than flush. That's what flush means. I knew it and he knew it, and we stood there for a moment in the sawdust-thick air while he waited for me to argue and I decided not to.

"Sure," I said. I pulled the stud, repositioned it in exactly the same place, and nailed it again. Identical result. "Better?"

His jaw worked. He wanted to push it. I could see the impulse travel through him — the tightening in his shoulders, the way his weight shifted forward onto his toes like he was about to step into something. But there was nothing to push against. I'd done what he asked. That it was the same thing I'd already done was beside the point.

"Fine," he said, and walked away.

I went back to work. Smiled at the wall.

* * *
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That afternoon, I found where Mason had rearranged my framing.

I'd laid out the header for the study window — doubled 2x10s with a plywood spacer, standard build. I'd positioned the jack studs and king studs, checked everything twice, and left it ready to nail off while I went to grab the plywood from the garage.

When I came back, the king studs were moved. Not by much — maybe half an inch inward on each side. Enough to change the rough opening dimensions. Enough that the window I'd specced from the plans wouldn't fit without shimming.

There was no structural reason for the change. I checked. The header was adequate for the original span. The load path was clean. Mason hadn't moved them because they were wrong. He'd moved them because I'd placed them and they were mine and he couldn't leave them alone.

I stood there for a minute, looking at his adjustment, feeling the old familiar heat in my chest — the one I'd spent twenty-three years learning to manage. The heat that said someone is telling you what you are and you're letting them.

I moved them back. Quietly. Precisely. Then I nailed them off so they couldn't be shifted again without a crowbar.

Mason found them two hours later. I was in the kitchen when I heard him stop walking upstairs, heard the silence that meant he was looking at something he didn't expect. Then his boots on the stairs, heavy and deliberate, and he was in the kitchen doorway.

He was big in the doorway. That was the first time I really clocked it — not just that he was tall and broad, which I'd known since he'd stood in the driveway looking at me like I was an inconvenience, but that he used his body architecturally. He filled the frame. Shoulders touching both sides. Blocking the exit without appearing to try.

"You moved the king studs back."

I was leaning against the counter, drinking water. I finished my sip before I answered. "Yeah."

"I adjusted those."

"I know. I moved them back."

"Why?"

"Because they were right the first time. You know they were."

The temperature in the room changed. Not metaphorically — I could feel it, a shift in the air pressure, like something was building behind a wall. Mason's eyes locked onto mine and held. Dark eyes, nearly black in the dim kitchen light, and they had a weight to them that I could feel on my skin.

I didn't look away. Not because I was trying to make a point, although I was. Because looking away from Mason Reid felt like it would be the most expensive thing I'd ever done. One flinch and I'd be flinching forever.

"This is my site," he said. Low. That command register.

"And that's my framing. It's correct and it's nailed off and the window will fit. If you want to pull it and redo it wrong, that's your call. But you'll have to look at it every time you walk past and you'll know."

Mason stared at me. I stared back. Seconds passed and each one cost something — I could feel the investment accumulating between us, some invisible currency being spent that neither of us had agreed to mint.

Then he turned and walked out. Screen door banging behind him.

I exhaled. Set down the water glass. My hand was steady, which surprised me, because my pulse was doing something completely unauthorized.

* * *
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The pattern established itself over the next two days.

Mason gave orders. I followed the ones that made sense and quietly corrected the ones that didn't. He noticed every correction. I knew he noticed because the next order would come sharper, more specific, delivered from slightly closer than necessary — like he was trying to make the physical space between us part of the argument.

It should have been exhausting. It was a little bit thrilling.

I'd grown up under a man who controlled everything through volume and authority — my father, who'd decided when I was twelve that I'd major in business and run his real estate portfolio and marry whatever suitable girl he selected from his network of equally controlling friends. I'd survived by learning to absorb the pressure without breaking, bending just enough to avoid confrontation while keeping my actual self intact somewhere underneath.

Mason wasn't my father. Mason didn't want to erase me. Mason wanted to beat me, which was different in a way I was still working out. My father's control had been suffocating. Mason's control was... a dare. A door he kept slamming that I kept finding unlocked.

And I was starting to enjoy picking the lock.

* * *
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Day five. We were installing the header beam in the living room — the LVL he'd insisted on, which was the right call despite my comment about steel. I'd give him that. The beam was fourteen feet long and weighed more than my entire sense of self-preservation, and getting it into position required both of us on ladders, lifting in sync.

"On three," Mason said from the other end. "One, two—"

We lifted. The beam was brutal — my arms screamed, my shoulders burned, and for a moment I understood at a cellular level why construction workers look like that. We got it chest-high, then overhead, pressing it up into the pocket we'd cut in the wall framing.

"Hold it," Mason said. He needed to nail the temporary brace. "Don't let it shift."

I was holding two hundred pounds of engineered lumber over my head on a ladder. My entire body was shaking. "Wasn't planning on it."

He nailed the brace. The beam held. But in the process of climbing down to grab the second brace, he had to pass behind me on the ladder, and for a moment his body was directly behind mine, his chest against my back, his hands gripping the beam on either side of my head.

He was warm. Not just body-heat warm — radiating, like a furnace, like the work and the sun and whatever ran hot inside him had combined into something thermal. I could feel his breath on the back of my neck. His forearms brushed mine where we were both gripping the beam. The hair on his arms against my skin.

We both stopped moving.

It was maybe three seconds. Maybe five. Long enough for me to become aware of every point of contact between us — his chest to my back, his arms bracketing mine, his breath — and long enough for the awareness to transmit like current through a circuit. I felt him tense. Felt the moment he noticed what I was noticing.

Then he climbed down. Grabbed the brace. Nailed it off. Business as usual.

Neither of us mentioned it.

I thought about it for the next six hours.

* * *
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Evening. Porch. Beers.

The sun was doing its thing over the lake — that upstate New York golden hour that lasted forever, turning the water into something almost too pretty to be real. We sat in the two Adirondack chairs that were the only surviving furniture from the house's previous life, and for a while we just existed in the same space without performing for each other.

Mason was on his third beer. That was the threshold, I'd learned — two beers and he was still in control, three and the edges softened just enough to be human.

"You're not what I expected," he said.

"What'd you expect?"

"Some soft college kid who'd last three days and bail."

"And instead?"

He took a drink. Didn't answer directly. "You know what you're doing. With the work."

From Mason, that was a standing ovation. I filed it away, careful not to let my face show how much it landed.

"Architecture degree," I said. "We actually learn how buildings go together. Shocking, I know."

Almost-smile. Gone before it formed completely, but I caught the ghost of it — the way one corner of his mouth twitched up, the flash of a dimple I hadn't known was there. A dimple. On that jaw. It was almost offensive.

"How come you're here?" he asked. "For real. You didn't have to come."

I peeled the label off my beer. Considered the question. Considered him.

"Nowhere else to be," I said. True. Not the whole truth, but true enough for day five.

"Bullshit. You have a master's degree. You could be anywhere."

"Could be. Am not." I looked at him. "How come you're here? You run your own crew. This is a freebie for your mom's new husband. That's a lot of summer to give up."

His jaw tightened. The dimple disappeared behind the armor. "She asked."

"And you can't say no to her."

"I can say no to anyone."

"Except her."

He stared at the lake. I let the silence do what silence does between two people who are circling something — not comfortable, not hostile. Charged. Like the air before a thunderstorm, when you can taste the electricity on your tongue and you know it's coming but you don't know where it'll strike.

"My dad," I said, before I'd fully decided to say it. "He's a lot. Controlled everything growing up. What I studied, who I was allowed to be. This is the first summer I'm not under his roof and I don't owe him a plan. That's why I'm here."

Mason looked at me. Something shifted behind those dark eyes — recognition, maybe. Or proximity. The particular jolt of realizing someone's wound rhymes with yours.

"He sounds like an asshole," Mason said.

"He's my dad."

"Those aren't mutually exclusive."

I laughed. A real one, surprised out of me. Mason blinked, and for a half-second his expression went completely unguarded — not soft, not warm, just open, like a door swinging on a broken latch before catching itself and slamming shut.

"What about your dad?" I asked.

The door didn't just shut. It locked. Dead-bolted. I could see it happen in real time — the way his shoulders squared, his grip tightened on the beer, his eyes went flat.

"What about him."

"Is he around?"

"No."

One word. Delivered like a nail gun. I recognized the sound — the bang of a subject being permanently fastened shut.

"Okay," I said.

That was it. I didn't push. Didn't pry. Didn't ask what happened or how old were you or any of the questions that were already assembling themselves in my head. I just said okay and drank my beer and watched the lake turn from gold to copper.

Mason was quiet for a long time. When he finally spoke, his voice was different. Still rough, still low, but the edge was gone.

"It's not a story for day five," he said.

"That's fine. I'll be here on day fifty."

He looked at me. Looked away. Finished his beer.

"Early start tomorrow," he said, and went inside.

I stayed on the porch. Watched the last light drain off the water. Thought about the way he'd said no — not angry, not wounded, just sealed. Airtight. The kind of closure that takes years to build and a specific kind of damage to require.

I thought about his hands on the beam today, bracketing mine. His chest against my back. Three seconds or five, but I could still feel the heat imprint like a sunburn.

I thought about the dimple.

I finished my beer, went inside, and climbed the stairs. The hallway was dark. Mason's door was closed. The bathroom light was off but I could hear water running on the other side of the door — the old pipes groaning their complaint, the hiss of the showerhead, the muffled sound of someone moving under the spray.

Mason. In the shower. Six feet away. Nothing but a hollow-core door and the thinnest pretense of indifference between us.

I went to my room. Didn't close my door — the latch was warped and fighting it wasn't worth the noise. Sat on the bed. Pulled out my sketchbook and opened it to the page I'd been working on, the redesign for the kitchen-living room flow.

I didn't draw.

I sat there with the pencil in my hand and listened to the water run, and I didn't think about it, and I didn't think about it, and I didn't stop thinking about it until the pipes went silent and his door closed and the house settled into the particular quiet of two people lying in separate rooms pretending the hallway between them was wider than it was.

I turned off the light.

In the dark, I could hear him breathing. Or maybe I imagined it. The walls were thin and the house was old and sound traveled through it the way heat traveled through Mason — without permission, without apology, impossible to ignore.

I stared at the ceiling and thought: I'm going to be a problem for him.

I stared at the ceiling and thought: Good.
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Chapter 3
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Mason

I couldn't figure out what was wrong with me.

Tyler Hayes did everything I told him to do. Showed up early, worked hard, didn't complain. He was competent — more than competent, if I was being honest, which I was trying not to be. He anticipated tasks before I assigned them. He cleaned up without being asked. He handled power tools with a confidence that made me wonder exactly what kind of architecture program he'd been in, because most of the architects I'd worked with couldn't find the business end of a drill.

He was, by every objective measure, the perfect work partner.

And I wanted to put my fist through a wall every time he opened his mouth.

"Morning," he'd say, already at the counter with coffee made for two. Not making a show of it, just — there was a second mug, filled, set where I always stood. Like he'd mapped my kitchen choreography in three days and decided to save me a step.

I should've appreciated it. Instead I felt it like a trespass. He was learning me. Quietly, systematically, the same way he'd assessed the house's bones on day one — scanning for structure, cataloguing load paths, finding the places where things connected and the places where they didn't.

Nobody got to learn me. That wasn't part of the arrangement.

* * *
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Day eight. The plumber came to rough in the upstairs bathroom — a guy named Dale who I'd used on three previous jobs. Good worker, bad conversationalist, which was exactly my preference.

Tyler was helping me prep the kitchen subfloor while Dale worked overhead. The plan was to sister the deflected joists — Tyler had been right about those, not that I'd said so out loud — and lay new subfloor before the tile guys came next week.

Tyler was measuring for cuts. I was setting up the jig. Normal work, normal rhythm, until Tyler called out a measurement that didn't match what I had on the plans.

"It's forty-seven and three-quarters," he said, tape measure extended, pencil behind his ear. "Your plans say forty-eight even, but there's a quarter-inch bow in the east wall. If you cut to plan, you'll have a gap."

He was right. I could see the bow from where I stood. Quarter-inch deviation, probably from settling, exactly the kind of thing you adjust for in the field. It was a good catch.

"Cut to plan," I said.

Tyler looked up. "It won't fit flush."

"It'll shim."

"Or I could just cut it to actual dimension and it'll fit the first time."

Dale's boots creaked on the subfloor above us. He couldn't hear the conversation, but the awareness of a third person in the house — a witness — made something in me harden.

"Cut to plan, Tyler. If I wanted field adjustments I'd ask for them."

Something moved through Tyler's expression. Fast, controlled, packed down almost before it surfaced. He held my gaze for one second, two, and then he nodded.

"Your call," he said, and cut to forty-eight even.

It didn't fit flush. He shimmed it. Took an extra ten minutes. Neither of us mentioned it.

But I could feel him not mentioning it, the same way you can feel someone not slamming a door. The restraint itself was loud.

* * *
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It got worse after lunch.

Dale needed help re-routing a drain line that was in the way of the new shower placement. I was on the ladder holding a section of PVC while Dale cut above me, and Tyler was in the doorway, ready to hand up the new fittings.

The cut went wrong. Dale's saw slipped — not dangerously, but enough that the PVC torqued and I had to brace it hard to keep it from cracking. My shoulder wrenched. I swore.

"You okay?" Tyler asked from the doorway, already stepping forward.

"I'm fine. Stay there."

"Your shoulder—"

"I said I'm fine."

Tyler stopped. Hands at his sides. Face neutral. He didn't push it, didn't try to help, didn't do anything except stand there with an expression that said he'd catalogued my injury and filed it under things Mason won't admit.

Dale looked down from the ladder. "Could use another pair of hands up here. Tyler, you want to—"

"He's not going on the ladder," I said. "He doesn't have the experience."

Silence.

It was a bullshit call and everyone knew it. Tyler had been on ladders all week. He'd helped me position a two-hundred-pound header beam ten feet off the ground without flinching. He had more than enough experience to hold a section of PVC while a plumber made a cut.

But I'd said it. In front of Dale. Put Tyler in a box — the inexperienced kid, the helper, the one who needed supervising — and now we all had to stand in the shape of that lie.

Tyler said nothing. He handed up the fittings when asked, held the bucket for the PVC shavings, and was so perfectly, impeccably cooperative for the rest of the afternoon that I wanted to scream.

Dale left at four. His truck crunched down the gravel drive. The house settled into the particular quiet that happened when it was just the two of us, and the quiet had teeth.

I was in the kitchen, cleaning up, wrist-deep in sawdust and joint compound, when I heard Tyler come downstairs. His footsteps were unhurried. Even. The footsteps of someone who'd decided something.

He appeared in the doorway.

I kept my back to him. Scrubbed a joint compound bucket like it owed me money.

"Mason."

"Yeah." Didn't turn around.

"Look at me."

I turned around.

Tyler was leaning against the door frame with his arms crossed, and there was nothing easy about him anymore. The laid-back surface, the accommodating warmth, the yes-sure-whatever compliance — all of it was gone. What was underneath was still and certain and absolutely immovable.

"You want to correct me," he said, "do it when we're alone. Don't perform."

My grip tightened on the bucket. "Excuse me?"

"In front of the plumber. He doesn't have the experience. We both know that's not true."

"I made a judgment call."

"You made a point. There's a difference."

He pushed off the doorframe. Took one step into the kitchen. Then another. Not aggressive, not fast — measured, deliberate, each step closing distance with an intention that made the air between us compress.

"If you've got a problem with my work," he said, "tell me. Here. Not in front of your guy. I don't care if you think I'm wrong. I care that you needed an audience to say it."

He was close now. Close enough that I could see the pulse in his throat, steady, unhurried. Close enough that I could smell cedar and sawdust and sweat and something underneath that was just him — warm, clean, specific. The kitchen wasn't small but he'd halved it in four steps and now there was nowhere to go that wasn't toward him or obviously away, and I didn't do away.

"Don't tell me how to run my site," I said. My voice was lower than I intended. Not a shout. A warning. The register I used when I wanted someone to understand that the conversation was over and I was the one ending it.

​
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