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AUTHOR'S WARNING

This book will ruin you.

Vicious Reclamations contains mature content intended for adult readers only. Within these pages, you will find a morally black hero who never once pretends to be sorry. He is a bully. A saboteur. A man who swings a sledgehammer through your walls and calls it love.
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The Blueprint

Sawdust ground into the creases of his knuckles. Nash dragged his thumb across the steering wheel, feeling the grit catch against cracked leather, and cracked his neck until the vertebrae popped twice. The cab of his F-250 smelled like drywall mud and the cold dregs of gas station coffee sitting in the cupholder since six a.m. His crew had cleared out of the Southie duplex twenty minutes ago. He should've driven home. Showered. Eaten something that wasn't wrapped in foil.

Instead, he sat in the dark cab with the engine ticking and a manila folder open across his lap.

New client. Residential reno. Some crumbling Victorian in Jamaica Plain that had been listing on the market for fourteen months before some optimistic idiot bought it for sixty grand under asking. His project manager had flagged it as a six-week gut job—foundation to roof, full demo on the first floor, replumb the upstairs, cosmetic overhaul on whatever was left standing. Standard bread and butter for Kellerman Contracting. Nash had already initialed the scope of work, skimmed the material estimates, and moved on to the homeowner agreement when his hand stopped.

He read the name once.

Then again.

Maeve Callaghan.

The fluorescent glow of the parking lot hummed against the windshield. His thumb smeared a line of dust across the signature block. He stared at the looping cursive of her name like it was a crack in weight-bearing concrete—something small that changed everything underneath.

Maeve Callaghan.

He hadn't said that name out loud in eleven years. Hadn't needed to. She lived in a part of his skull that didn't require language, a room he'd sealed off with spackle and fury somewhere around the age of twenty-two when he realized she was never coming back to Dorchester, never showing up at Sal's with her friends on a Friday night, never going to stand close enough for him to smell that cheap vanilla lotion she used to slather on her wrists between classes.

Gone. Poof. Off to college and a life that didn't include the kid who made her cry in the cafeteria every Tuesday and Thursday for three straight years.

Nash set the folder on the passenger seat. Leaned back. The leather groaned under two hundred and thirty pounds of him.

Maeve Callaghan bought a house.

Not just a house. A fixer-upper. A rotting, gorgeous Victorian with plaster walls and original hardwood and probably a dozen code violations hiding behind the crown molding. She'd walked into a building that was falling apart and signed her name on the line because she thought she could save it. Because that was the thing about Maeve, she always believed she could hold broken things together if she just squeezed hard enough.

He picked up his phone. Pulled up her file from the shared drive. The intake form was filled out in neat block letters, not her handwriting, probably the realtor's. Address. Square footage. Emergency contact: none. Preferred communication method: email only.

Email only.

He almost laughed.

The photo attached to the property listing showed the house from the street. Three stories of peeling clapboard, a porch that sagged like a punched mouth, and windows so warped they caught the light wrong. It looked like something out of a condemned lot. It looked like something he could take apart with his bare hands.

Nash closed the file. Opened the glove box. His journal was in there—a beaten black Moleskine he'd carried on every job since he started the company at twenty-four. He flipped past pages of measurements and material codes and supplier phone numbers until he hit a blank spread. Uncapped a carpenter's pencil with his teeth.

He wrote her address first. Then her name underneath it, pressing hard enough to dent the next page.

Then he wrote: Timeline: indefinite.

Something settled in his chest. Not excitement—something heavier. Denser. The feeling of a plan locking into place the same way a joist locks into a header, wood against wood, weight distributed perfectly.

Six weeks was what the contract said. Six weeks was what she'd budgeted for. Six weeks was what any competent crew could deliver on a job like this, barring weather or permit delays.

Nash had no intention of finishing in six weeks.

He tapped the pencil against the page, doing the math he'd never write down. The plumbing in those old Victorians was cast iron, one good hit with a pry bar in the right spot and the whole guest bathroom would flood. That alone bought him two weeks while he "sourced replacement pipe." The electrical panel was probably original knob-and-tube, which meant he could flag it for a full rewire and tack on another ten days for the city inspection queue. And the foundation. Christ, those old stone foundations always had cracks. All he had to do was make one of them look worse than it was, and she'd be out of the house entirely. Temporarily displaced. Needing somewhere to stay.

He had a thirty-two-foot Airstream parked at the warehouse. Fully furnished. One bed.

The pencil moved again. He sketched the floor plan from memory—he'd done a walkthrough with his project manager two weeks ago, back when the client was just a name on a spreadsheet. Three bedrooms upstairs, galley kitchen, parlor, dining room with a fireplace that hadn't drawn properly since the Clinton administration. He marked the foundational walls with X's. Marked the plumbing runs with dotted lines. Marked the spots where he'd swing first.

Not to fix. To break.

There was a version of this where he handed the file to Danny, his foreman, and never set foot on the property. Danny would do a clean job. Professional. In and out in six weeks, maybe five if the permits came fast. Maeve would never know Nash Kellerman owned the company. She'd get her pretty house and her pretty life and he'd go back to punching walls in Southie basements for other people's dream kitchens.

That version lasted about four seconds in his head before he killed it.

He'd spent eleven years turning himself into something. Clawing out of Dorchester with bloody fingernails and a GED and a back that could carry a hundred pounds of concrete up three flights without stopping. He'd built Kellerman Contracting from a stolen work van and one good nail gun into a seven-figure operation with fourteen employees and a reputation for being the meanest, most reliable crew in Boston. He did that. No degree, no family money, no safety net. Just the sort of stubborn, grinding fury that came from growing up in a house where the heat got shut off every February and dinner was whatever his mother could steal from the convenience store on Dot Ave.

And he did all of it with her face in the back of his skull. Not a crush. Not some sentimental high school daydream. An obsession. A splinter buried so deep in the meat of him that it had calcified into bone.

She'd been untouchable back then. Honor roll. Clean clothes. Parents who packed her lunch in a brown bag with her name written on it in marker. She sat three rows ahead of him in English and never turned around, not once, and that drove him so crazy he started knocking her books off her desk just to make her look at him. When looking wasn't enough, he graduated to worse. Names in the hallway. Rumors that spread like mold through the locker banks. The time he cornered her outside the gym and told her she walked like she thought she was better than everyone, and she looked up at him with those wide, furious eyes full of tears and said, I am better than you.

He'd never forgotten that. Not the words. The tears. The way her chin stayed up even while her voice cracked.

She was wrong, of course. She wasn't better than him. She just hadn't been broken yet.

Nash closed the journal. Dropped it back in the glove box. Picked up his phone and typed a text to Danny: JP Victorian is mine. Solo lead. Pull the crew off the schedule. I'll run my own guys.

Danny's reply came fast: That's a downgrade for you boss. Everything ok?

Nash didn't answer. He turned the key, and the diesel engine shook the cab hard enough to rattle the coffee cup. Headlights cut across the empty lot. He pulled onto the street and drove south, toward the warehouse, toward the trailer he'd haul to her driveway in forty-eight hours.

She'd open the door and see him. That was the part he kept turning over, polishing like a river stone between his fingers. The exact second she realized who was standing on her porch with a sledgehammer and a contract she couldn't break.

He wanted to see it. The recognition. The fear.

And after the fear—the thing she'd never admit to herself. The reason she never reported him in high school, never told the principal, never once asked someone to make him stop.

She didn't want him to stop.

She just didn't know it yet.

But he'd fix that. As he fixed everything.

By tearing it down first.
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ACT I

THE WRECKING BALL
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The Doorbell

Maeve

She'd painted the mailbox twice.

The first coat went on at seven in the morning, a cherry red that looked brave and defiant against the rotting porch rail. By noon the color had dried into something closer to arterial—too dark, too urgent, a breed of red that made the neighbors slow their cars. So she sanded it down to raw metal, bought a second can from the hardware store on Centre Street, and started over with a shade called Brick Dust that the clerk promised would "age gracefully."

Maeve stepped back now, brush in hand, and studied the result. Better. Warm without screaming. A mailbox that said someone lives here without adding and she's unraveling.

The rest of the house was harder to lie about.

Three stories of buckling clapboard rose behind her like a dare she'd accepted while drunk. The porch sagged on the left side where the joists had rotted through, she'd learned the word joists from a YouTube video at two a.m. and felt stupidly proud of herself—and half the windows on the second floor were sealed shut with decades of paint. The kitchen still had the original galley layout from 1904, which sounded charming in the listing and meant, in practice, that she couldn't open the oven and the refrigerator at the same time. The dining room fireplace hadn't drawn since before she was born. The upstairs bathroom smelled like wet plaster and something fungal she refused to investigate.

But the bones. God, the bones were beautiful.

Original hardwood under the carpet. Crown molding hand-carved with acanthus leaves. A staircase banister so solid she could hang from it. Pocket doors between the parlor and dining room that still slid on their tracks if she shoved hard enough. Twelve-foot ceilings. Plaster medallions. Leaded glass transoms above every interior doorway that caught the afternoon light and threw prismatic diamonds across the walls.

She'd stood in the empty parlor during the open house and felt something crack open in her sternum. Not a thought. Something deeper—muscular, involuntary. This house had survived a hundred and twenty years of Boston winters, of neglect, of tenants who didn't love it. It was still standing. Barely, but standing.

Maeve understood that kind of endurance on a cellular level.

So she'd signed the papers. Drained her savings. Eaten ramen for six weeks to make the first mortgage payment and told herself it was temporary. Once the renovation was done—six weeks, the contractor had estimated over email, maybe seven if the permits lagged—she'd have a home. A real one. Not a studio apartment with a deadbolt she checked four times before sleeping. Not her mother's guest room in Worcester with its floral wallpaper and unspoken disappointment. A house with her name on the deed and a mailbox she'd painted herself and a door she could open or close whenever she wanted.

Control. That was the word she kept circling back to, though she never said it out loud because it sounded too clinical, too much like the therapist she'd stopped seeing after six sessions. She didn't need someone with a framed diploma telling her that her need for control was a trauma response. She knew exactly where it came from. She just didn't want to name him.

The doorbell rang.

Not the electronic chime she'd installed last week—the original mechanical bell, a brass half-dome mounted inside the foyer wall that hadn't worked in years. Someone had pressed it hard enough to jar the old striker loose, and the sound it made was low, heavy, almost ecclesiastical. It vibrated through the floorboards and into the soles of her bare feet.

Maeve set the paintbrush across the open can and wiped her hands on her jeans. Her heart picked up, and she smiled at her own nervousness. This was good news arriving. The contractor. The beginning of the six-week countdown to a finished home, a real kitchen, a bathroom that didn't smell like a greenhouse experiment.

She pulled the front door open.

The man on her porch blocked the sun.

Not figuratively. He was physically enormous, six-three, maybe six-four, with shoulders so broad they nearly spanned the doorframe. Arms thick as fence posts, the left one sleeved in faded tattoos that disappeared under the rolled hem of a gray t-shirt dark with sweat at the collar. Work boots, heavy and steel-toed, caked with dried concrete. A tool belt slung low on his hips, weighted with a claw hammer and a speed square and something she didn't recognize. His hands were massive, scarred across the knuckles, nails rimmed with permanent grime no amount of scrubbing would fix.

She looked up—had to look up, and she hated that, and the face above her didn't belong to a stranger.

The jaw. Harder now, wider, shadowed with two days of stubble. The nose, crooked from being broken at least once since she'd last seen it. Hair darker than she remembered, buzzed short on the sides, longer on top, pushed back with dried sweat. And the eyes. Pale gray-green, the color of old bottle glass, watching her with a stillness that didn't match the size of him.

She knew those eyes.

She knew them the way you know the source of a scar without looking—by the ache it leaves when the weather changes.

"Hey, Maeve."

His voice was lower. Rougher. A man's voice now, not the sharp, taunting bark of a seventeen-year-old boy who made a sport of cornering her between classes. But the cadence hadn't changed. That lazy, almost bored delivery, like the world owed him something and he was still deciding whether to collect.

Nash Kellerman.

Standing on her porch. In her doorway. Wearing a tool belt.

The cherry-red paintbrush slipped off the can behind her and clattered against the porch boards. She didn't turn around. Couldn't. Her legs had locked from the knees down, and something cold was spreading through her stomach like spilled water finding the lowest point in a floor.

"No," she said.

He tilted his head. Just slightly. The ghost of amusement tugged at the left corner of his mouth, not a smile, not yet, something worse. Recognition. Like he'd been waiting for this exact reaction and she'd delivered it on schedule.

"Nice place," he said. His gaze drifted past her, over her shoulder, scanning the foyer with the slow, proprietary sweep of a man who measured rooms for a living. "Original plaster?"

"No."

"Looks original. You can tell by the lath lines. See those ripples near the ceiling?" He pointed with a hand that could've palmed a basketball. "Horse-hair plaster. They stopped using it in the thirties. That's real craftsmanship under all that grime."

"Get off my porch."

The words came out harder than she intended, her voice caught between a command and a crack. She gripped the edge of the door with both hands. Her knuckles blanched. She could feel the paint under her fingernails—Brick Dust, what a stupid name, what a stupid thing to be thinking right now—and the brass doorknob was warm from the sun and she was holding onto it like it was the only solid thing in a room that had started to tilt.

Nash didn't move. He looked at her hands on the door, then at her face, and his expression changed. Not surprise. Inventory. He was cataloging her the way he'd just cataloged her foyer.

"You hired Kellerman Contracting," he said. "Six-week gut reno. Full first-floor demo, replumb the upstairs, cosmetic on the facade." He recited it without inflection, a man reading a scope of work he'd memorized. "I'm Kellerman."

The cold in her stomach dropped lower. "That's not, the company name was—"

"Kellerman Contracting. My company." He reached into the back pocket of his jeans and produced a business card, holding it out between two thick fingers. She didn't take it. He set it on the porch railing instead, propping it against a peeling spindle. "I don't usually run residential jobs myself. Made an exception."

"Why?"

Stupid question. She knew why. The answer was standing right in front of her, taking up more space than any human being had a right to, smelling like sawdust and motor oil and something darker underneath—sweat dried into cotton, salt baked into skin by hours of manual labor. She knew why because the look on his face hadn't changed since the tenth grade, when he'd leaned against the locker next to hers and told her she walked like she thought the hallway was her personal runway.

"Because it's a beautiful house," he said. And smiled.

Not a full smile. A controlled, quarter-turn of the mouth that showed no teeth and reached his eyes just enough to make them narrow. It was the smile of a man holding a winning hand and deciding how long to let you bleed before he showed it.

Maeve closed the door in his face.

She stood in the foyer with her back against the wood, breathing through her nose, counting to ten the way the therapist taught her before she fired the therapist. The brass bell was still vibrating faintly in the wall, she could feel it through the plaster, a low metallic hum like a tuning fork pressed to bone.

Through the door, his voice: "I'll be on-site at seven tomorrow. Crew of four. We'll start with the demo on the parlor and kitchen walls."

She didn't answer.

"You've got my number on the card."

The sound of his boots on the porch stairs. Heavy, deliberate, unhurried. Each footfall a period at the end of a sentence she didn't want to read. Then the creak of a truck door opening, heavy-gauge steel, a species of door that belonged on a vehicle designed to haul weight—and the diesel engine turning over with a sound that shook the porch boards and traveled up through the soles of her feet and into her locked knees and the base of her spine.

She waited until the engine sound faded down the street before she let go of the doorknob.

Her hands were shaking. Both of them. Not a fine tremor—a full, visible rattle, her fingers curling and uncurling like they were trying to grip something that wasn't there. She pressed them flat against her thighs and held them there until the shaking migrated up her arms and into her shoulders and she had to sit down on the bottom stair before her legs gave out entirely.

The foyer was quiet. Late-afternoon sun slanted through the transom above the front door and threw a diamond of prismatic light across the opposite wall. Dust motes drifted in the beam, slow and aimless, and the whole house settled around her with a chorus of small creaks, wood contracting in the cooling air, plaster shifting, the ancient bones of a structure that had been holding itself together through sheer stubbornness for over a century.

She pressed her forehead to her knees. Closed her eyes.

Nash Kellerman.

The name tasted like copper in the back of her throat. Like the inside of her cheek the time he'd scared her so badly in the parking lot that she'd bitten through it. She'd been sixteen. He'd been standing beside her car—not touching it, not blocking it, just leaning against the hood with his arms crossed and that same dead-calm expression he'd just worn on her porch—and when she'd asked him to move, he'd said, "Make me." She'd gotten in the car from the passenger side, crawling across the center console, and bitten her cheek so hard she tasted blood the whole drive home.

Three years of that. Three years of hallway collisions that weren't accidental, of lunch trays knocked from her hands, of rumors that spread through the school like grease fires—that she was stuck up, that she was frigid, that she thought she was better than everyone in Dorchester. He never touched her. That was the thing people didn't understand when she tried to explain it later. He never laid a hand on her. He didn't have to. His body was the weapon—the size of him, the closeness, the way he'd stand just inside her personal space and breathe and wait for her to flinch.

She'd flinched. Every single time.

And he'd watched her flinch with those pale eyes, and she'd seen something there that scared her more than the intimidation itself. Satisfaction.

Maeve lifted her head. Looked at the business card on the porch railing through the sidelight window. White card, black text, a small logo that looked like a K stamped in a circle.

She could call the police. And tell them what? That her licensed, bonded contractor used to be mean to her in high school? That he stood on her porch and complimented her plaster?

She could call the company. Demand a different project lead. But it was his company, the name was right there, Kellerman, and the voice on the phone would probably be his anyway.

She could cancel the contract.

That thought landed hard enough to push the air out of her lungs. She'd signed the agreement three weeks ago, emailed it back to the project manager, a guy named Danny who'd been professional and friendly and whose name she now wanted to scream into a pillow. She'd put down a twenty percent deposit. Eight thousand dollars she'd scraped together from her savings and a small personal loan her credit union had approved with visible reluctance.

The cancellation clause. She hadn't read it carefully. She'd been too excited, too desperate to get the work started before winter, too trusting of the contractor's five-star reviews on every platform she'd checked.

Five stars. Nash Kellerman had five-star reviews. The boy who'd made her cry in the cafeteria every Tuesday and Thursday for three years had grown up to be a man people praised online for his "attention to detail" and "commitment to the client's vision."

She wanted to laugh. She wanted to scream. She wanted to find every person who'd left a review and ask them if he'd stood in their doorway too, filling the frame, breathing their air, looking at their house like he already owned it.

Maeve pulled out her phone and opened the contract PDF. Scrolled to the cancellation clause with fingers that still trembled.

Section 12.3: Client-initiated termination prior to project completion shall incur a cancellation fee equal to forty percent (40%) of the total contract value, plus reimbursement for materials ordered and labor scheduled.

Forty percent.

She did the math twice because the first number couldn't be right. It was right. The cancellation fee was more than the deposit she'd already paid. Combined with the materials he'd probably already ordered and the crew he'd already scheduled, walking away from this contract would cost her close to forty-eight thousand dollars she didn't have.

Twenty thousand dollars to never see Nash Kellerman again.

She stared at the number on her phone screen until the digits blurred. Then she locked the phone, set it face-down on the stair beside her, and pressed her palms flat against the cool, cracked plaster of the foyer wall.

The house hummed around her. Patient. Waiting.

She'd fought too hard for this. Saved too long. Eaten too many dinners standing over the kitchen sink in her old studio apartment, counting the months until she could afford a down payment, measuring her life in increments of financial discipline that left no room for error or indulgence. This house was supposed to be the proof that she'd survived. That the girl who'd crawled across a center console to avoid a boy in a parking lot had grown into a woman who could buy a three-story Victorian and make it hers.

She was not going to let him take that from her. Not again. Not ever again.

Maeve stood up. Smoothed her jeans. Walked to the front door and retrieved the business card from the porch railing. The cardstock was thick, expensive—a variety of card a man leaves when he wants you to know he's not poor anymore.

She flipped it over. On the back, in pencil, he'd written: See you tomorrow, Callaghan.

Her jaw clenched hard enough to ache.

She carried the card inside, dropped it in the kitchen junk drawer, and locked every door in the house.
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The Contract

Maeve

Three lawyers. That was how many she called before eight a.m.

The first one, a real estate attorney in Back Bay whose firm charged four hundred an hour, told her the contract was "aggressively standard" for the industry and that the cancellation clause, while steep, was legally enforceable. He suggested she negotiate directly with the contractor for a reduced exit fee. She hung up without scheduling a consultation.

The second, a consumer protection lawyer she found on a legal aid website, listened to the full story, the high school history, the coincidence of him running the company, her feeling of being trapped—and asked if he'd threatened her. No, she said. Not in so many words. The lawyer paused, and in that pause Maeve heard every dismissal she'd ever received from people who didn't understand that the absence of a threat could be more terrifying than the threat itself. "I'd recommend sending a formal letter requesting reassignment," the lawyer said. "Beyond that, the contract is the contract."

The third didn't pick up.

Maeve set her phone on the kitchen counter and pressed both palms against the chipped Formica. Outside, the October sun was burning off the morning fog. The maple in the front yard had gone full amber, dropping leaves onto the sagging porch like confetti for an event she hadn't agreed to attend. Beyond the maple, the street was quiet. JP was like that on weekday mornings, young professionals already at work, retirees still in bathrobes, the only sound a distant leaf blower and the arrhythmic clatter of the Green Line rattling past two blocks south.

Seven o'clock. He'd said seven.

She poured the coffee she'd been too wired to drink and carried it to the parlor window. The room was stripped to essentials—a couch she'd bought secondhand from a grad student in Allston, a floor lamp, a bookshelf made of cinder blocks and pine boards. The hardwood under her feet was scarred and cloudy with old polyurethane, but the grain beneath was tiger oak, and when the light hit it right, the whole floor glowed like honey.

At 6:58, a white pickup with KELLERMAN CONTRACTING stenciled on the door panels pulled up to the curb. Behind it, a flatbed carrying a dumpster. Behind that, a work van.

Four men climbed out of the van. Hard hats, tool belts, canvas Carhartts. They moved with the coordinated efficiency of a crew that had done this a hundred times—unloading sawhorses, staging extension cords, taping plastic sheeting over the porch railing. One of them, a stocky guy with a red beard, started whistling something tuneless while he set up a miter saw on the front lawn.

Nash got out of the truck last.

He'd changed clothes since yesterday, but the effect was identical. Dark t-shirt stretched across a chest that looked like it had been built one cinder block at a time. Jeans faded at the knees and spattered with dried paint. The tool belt rode low on his hips, weighted with hardware that clinked when he walked. He crossed the yard in four strides, said something to the redhead that made him stop whistling, and climbed the porch steps without knocking.

The front door opened. Not because she opened it, because she'd forgotten to set the deadbolt on the original lock, and the latch didn't catch properly, and the weight of his knock alone swung it inward.

He stood in her foyer. Looked up at the plaster medallion on the ceiling, then down at the tiger oak. Nodded once, like the house had passed an inspection she hadn't known she'd submitted for.

"Morning," he said.

Maeve was standing six feet away, coffee cup in both hands, still wearing the oversized Boston College sweatshirt she slept in. No bra. Hair in a knot she hadn't brushed. She felt stripped in a way that had nothing to do with clothing—like he'd caught her mid-sentence in a private conversation and was now reading the parts she hadn't said.

"I want you off this job."

He didn't blink. "Okay."

"Okay?"

"You can request a different project lead. It's in the contract. Section nine, subsection B." He pulled a folded copy from his back pocket, the same document, she realized, that she'd spent the entire night reading on her phone. "But the reassignment clause requires mutual agreement from both parties and a fourteen-day transition period during which the current lead completes all active demo work."

She stared at him. "Fourteen days."

"Two weeks of me in your house before the replacement shows up." He tucked the contract back in his pocket. "And the replacement would be Danny, my foreman. Good guy. Does clean work. But he's booked through January on a commercial project in Quincy, so the transition would delay your reno by about eight weeks. Maybe ten."

Eight weeks. Ten weeks of living in a house with no functional kitchen and a bathroom that smelled like a terrarium, because the man she was trying to avoid had structured his company so that avoiding him cost her two and a half months.

"That's convenient," she said.

"That's business." He walked past her into the parlor, and the room shrank. Not metaphorically, she felt the square footage compress around his body like the house was making room for him, rearranging its proportions to accommodate a presence it hadn't been designed for. He knocked on the wall between the parlor and the dining room with two knuckles, listening. "Lath and plaster, not drywall. Good. Drywall in a house this old is a crime."

"Don't touch my walls."

"That's literally what you hired me to do." He turned to face her, and for the first time she registered that his expression wasn't hostile. Wasn't amused. Wasn't anything she could name and file away in the categories she'd built for him over eleven years of replaying every hallway encounter. His face was patient. Settled. The look that belonged to a man who knew exactly how this conversation would end and had no interest in rushing toward the conclusion.

"I hired a contractor. I didn't hire you."

"You hired my company. I am my company." He spread his arms, indicating the room, the house, the contract in his pocket, the four-man crew currently taping plastic over her porch. "Every wall I've torn down, every foundation I've poured, every house I've gutted from roof to slab, it's all me. My name. My reputation. My hands." He held them up, palms out. Wide, calloused, a scar running diagonally across the right palm from the base of the index finger to the wrist. "You read the reviews?"

She had. Obsessively. After he'd left yesterday, she'd spent four hours reading every review, every testimonial, every project photo on the Kellerman Contracting website. The work was immaculate. Kitchens that looked like magazine spreads. Bathrooms carved from old servants' quarters. A brownstone in the South End that he'd transformed from a condemned shell into a showpiece that sold for 2.1 million. Client after client praising his craftsmanship, his reliability, his "intense dedication to the vision."

None of them mentioned that he was terrifying.

"The reviews don't matter," she said.

"They matter to the forty-seven people who left them." He crossed to the dining room, ducking under the pocket door header. She heard his knuckles against plaster again—testing, mapping, diagnosing. "Look. I know we have history."

"History." The word came out like a shard. "You call what you did history?"

He reappeared in the doorway. The pocket door frame barely cleared his shoulders. "I call it high school. We were kids."

"You were a predator."

Her face flickered. Not a flinch, harder, deeper, like a fault line shifting underground. His jaw tightened, and the muscles along his neck corded, and for half a second she saw the boy underneath the man—the raw, uncontrolled thing that used to stare at her from across the cafeteria with an intensity that made her lose her appetite.

Then it was gone. Sealed behind a professionalism so polished she wanted to throw her coffee at it.

"I was a kid from a bad house who handled everything wrong," he said. Flat. Rehearsed. A sentence he'd built like he built walls—plumb, level, essential. "That's not an excuse. It's a fact. And it's got nothing to do with the quality of work you'll get from my crew."

"I don't want your crew in my house."

"Then pay the cancellation fee."

Silence.

He let it sit. Didn't fill it. Didn't look away. Just stood in the pocket doorway with his scarred hands at his sides and his gray-green eyes on hers and waited for the math to do what math always does—win.

Maeve's grip on the coffee cup tightened until her knuckles cracked. She could feel the ceramic warming past comfort, the heat biting into her palms, and she didn't adjust her grip because the pain gave her something to focus on besides the scream building in her diaphragm.

Twenty thousand dollars. That was the number. Twenty thousand dollars she'd never saved and couldn't borrow and wouldn't ask her mother for because asking her mother for money meant admitting that the house was a mistake, that the independence was a fantasy, that the girl who'd bitten through her own cheek to avoid a boy in a parking lot was still running and still losing ground.

"Six weeks," she said.

He nodded.

"Six weeks and you are done. You finish the job, you pack your tools, and you never come near this house again."

"That's the contract."

"I want it in the contract. Explicitly. No extensions. No delays. No 'structural surprises.' Six weeks from today, this renovation is complete and you are gone."

He studied her for a long moment. Something shifted behind his eyes—not amusement, not satisfaction, something quieter. Proprietary. The look of a man measuring a space he intended to fill.

"I'll have Danny draft an addendum," he said. "Six weeks. No extensions." He pulled a carpenter's pencil from behind his ear and made a mark on the door frame, a small, precise X at the height of the header. "But if we find tectonic issues during demo, I'm legally required to disclose them. That's not a delay. That's code compliance."

"Fine."

"And permit timelines are out of my control. City of Boston moves at its own speed."

"Fine."

"And if the weather—"

"There is no weather clause in a gut renovation. You're working indoors."

He looked at her. That quarter-turn smile again, faint, controlled, loaded.

"You read the whole contract."

"Twice."

"Good." He tucked the pencil behind his ear. "Smart clients make better houses." He walked toward the front door, pausing at the threshold. The crew was visible through the sidelight, four men staging tools, unrolling drop cloths, preparing to tear her life apart in an orderly fashion. "We'll start with the parlor wall today. Full demo. If the plaster's as good as I think it is, we'll salvage the medallion and reuse it."

"I don't care about the medallion."

"You will," he said. "When the house is done, you'll care about every piece I saved."

He stepped onto the porch. The screen door slapped shut behind him, and through the gap she saw him pull on a pair of heavy leather work gloves, flexing his fingers into the creased leather with the casual precision of a man who used his hands the way surgeons used scalpels, deliberately, lethally, with full knowledge of what they could destroy.

Maeve set the coffee down on the cinder-block bookshelf. Walked to the bathroom. Locked the door. Turned on the faucet so no one could hear.

Then she pressed a towel to her face and screamed until her throat burned.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Demolition

Nash

The first wall came down at 7:42 a.m.

He swung the sledgehammer with his full weight behind it, two hundred and thirty pounds of shoulder rotation channeled through ten pounds of forged steel—and the plaster exploded in a white cloud that tasted like chalk and old horsehair. The lath behind it cracked and splintered, and the sound was immense, a detonation that echoed through the empty rooms and shook loose a rain of fine dust from the ceiling medallion above.

His crew stepped back. They always did. Not because they were afraid—Mateo, his best demo man, had seen Nash swing a sledge a thousand times, but because there was a specific radius of destruction around Nash when he worked, a kill zone where debris flew at velocity and the air turned opaque with particulate. The smart move was to give him room. The smart move was always to give Nash Kellerman room.

He pulled the sledge from the wall, plaster dust cascading from his shoulders like snow. Adjusted his grip. Swung again.

The second blow widened the hole. Through the gap, he could see the dining room, pocket doors, chair rail, the dead fireplace with its cast-iron damper frozen open. He'd mapped this wall during his walkthrough. Lath and plaster over a non-load-bearing partition, installed sometime in the twenties to divide the original open floor plan into separate rooms. Removing it would double the living space and expose the original bones of the house.

Removing it was also loud as hell.

He swung a third time, and a four-foot section collapsed inward, the lath pulling free of the studs with a shriek of century-old nails. Dust billowed across the parlor, coating the drop cloths, the sawhorses, the secondhand couch she hadn't moved. He'd told her to clear the room. She'd told him to go to hell.

"Boss." Mateo appeared at his elbow, bandana over his nose. "Want us to finish the tearout? You got the big hits in."

"I got it."

"It's a two-man job on the—"

"I said I got it."

Mateo backed off. Good kid, twenty-four, built like a fire hydrant, smart enough to read Nash's tone the same way a dog reads a storm, pressure change, body language, the instinct to find shelter.

Nash drove the sledge into the next section. And the next. Working methodically from left to right, dismantling the wall in controlled segments, letting the plaster fall where it fell. His shoulders burned. His forearms were coated in white powder that mixed with sweat and turned to paste in the creases of his elbows. The t-shirt was soaked through at the chest and the small of his back, and the air tasted like century-old dust and iron nails and the bitter tang of someone else's history being ripped apart.

This was the part of the job he loved. Not the finish work—the crown molding, the custom cabinets, the polished surfaces that clients oohed over during the final walkthrough. He loved the destruction. The moment a wall surrendered. The raw, skeletal honesty of a house stripped to its frame, every flaw visible, every lie the previous owner told exposed in the gap between the studs.

He loved what demolition revealed.

Through the expanding hole, he saw her.

Maeve was standing in the dining room doorway, arms crossed, watching him. Dust had settled in her dark hair and along the shoulders of the sweatshirt she'd changed out of, she was wearing a flannel now, buttoned wrong, the collar twisted. Her jaw was set hard, and her eyes tracked the sledgehammer with the wary focus of someone calculating the distance between a threat and an exit.

Nash swung again. Didn't look at her. Let the impact do the talking.

A two-foot chunk of wall collapsed at his feet, and the stud behind it stood exposed—a rough-cut two-by-four, original fir, scarred with old nail holes and a faded pencil mark that might have been a carpenter's measurement from 1904. He ran his gloved hand down the wood. Solid. No rot, no insect damage. The bones of this house were better than the skin.

He could feel her watching. Not just looking, watching. That specific, clenched attention she'd always given him, even in high school, when she'd pretend to stare at her textbook while tracking his reflection in the window glass. She thought he'd never noticed. He'd noticed everything.
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