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AFTER-HOURS ARRANGEMENT

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
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Some love stories don’t begin under fairy lights or at the edge of a sunset. They begin under harsh fluorescent tubes, in conference rooms that still smell of coffee, with laptops humming and inboxes overflowing. The author of “After-Hours Arrangement” has always been drawn to those quiet corners of real life, where people are tired but still trying, where careers and emotions collide in the same twelve-hour workday.

Writing contemporary romance with a grounded, realistic heart, the author explores how love can grow in places that were never meant to be romantic at all—open-plan offices, corporate cafeterias, elevators that stall between floors, and late-night cabs after yet another deadline. Every story is built around ordinary people who are smart, flawed, and deeply human, trying to carry both their ambitions and their hearts without dropping either.

“After-Hours Arrangement” continues that journey, following two colleagues who promised themselves they would keep things professional, stay in control, and simply get through this one critical project. But some connections don’t respect office hours, and some feelings cannot be filed away in any HR-approved folder.
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DEDICATION

[image: ]




For everyone who has stayed late in a silent office, wondering if all this effort will ever be worth it—and for the ones who quietly noticed the way someone else’s shoulders sagged in the glow of the monitor, and chose to stay a little longer so they didn’t have to finish alone.
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CAST SNAPSHOT – MEET THE CAST
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Nora Ellison

Nora is a twenty-nine-year-old account strategist who has learned to translate vague client wishes into clear plans and late nights. Meticulous, quietly stubborn, and living on coffee and to-do lists, she wears competence like armor. Underneath, she is still recovering from a previous job where trust was broken and boundaries were ignored, and she has promised herself that this time, she will keep her heart and her work in separate drawers.

Adrian Cole

Adrian, thirty-three, is the newly appointed operations director whose reputation for fixing broken projects arrived before he did. On the surface he is precise, reserved, and disarmingly calm in crisis meetings. What his colleagues do not see is the weight of being “the one who always steps in,” and the private fear that somewhere along the way, he traded his personal life for performance reviews and quarterly targets.

Maya Chen

Maya is Nora’s closest friend at the office, a data analyst with a sharp wit and an instinct for sensing the tension in a room before anyone else speaks. She jokes her way through pressure, but pays very close attention to the small shifts in Nora’s expression whenever Adrian’s name finds its way into a conversation.

Elias Ward

Elias is the firm’s HR manager, more used to overseeing appraisal cycles and policy updates than the undercurrent of feelings that can grow quietly between colleagues. He believes in structure, in clear lines on paper, and has never quite known what to do when life insists on coloring outside them.

The Office

Set on the twelfth floor of a glass-and-metal building that overlooks a restless city, the office itself is part of the cast: desks littered with sticky notes, glass-walled meeting rooms that remember every argument and apology, and a break room where empty mugs and half-finished conversations wait for the next long night.
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INTRODUCTION SCENE – THE FIRST LATE NIGHT
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By eight-thirty, the office had emptied into the night one notification at a time.

Lifts had chimed, goodnights had been exchanged, chairs pushed back into their neat little rows. Now, the twelfth floor sat in a kind of manufactured twilight, lit only by a staggered grid of ceiling panels—every third light switched off to save power—so that bright squares and soft shadows tiled the corridor like a quiet, corporate chessboard.

Nora Ellison sat in one of those islands of light, her screen filled with a client’s impossible campaign brief. Her blazer hung from the back of her chair, her hair had escaped the clip she had forced it into that morning, and the remnants of her dinner—a half-eaten sandwich and a paper cup of lukewarm tea—stood guard beside the keyboard.

The pitch was two days away. The client was restless and influential. The account could either open a new branch of opportunities for the firm, or turn into a story people whispered about when they passed the meeting room where they had once tried and failed to “fix” it.

Nora rubbed the bridge of her nose and refocused on the strategy document. One more slide, she told herself. Just get through one more slide. Then you can go home and—

Footsteps.

The sound came from the far end of the corridor. Slow, even, not the hurried shuffle of someone who had forgotten their phone or laptop and run back in, but the measured walk of a person who expected to still be here.

Nora’s hands paused above the keyboard. For a beat she considered ignoring it. The office at night had its own acoustics; sometimes the building complained to itself. But the steps drew closer, firm against carpet and glass, until the reflection in her screen shifted subtly and she saw him.

Adrian Cole stopped at the edge of her desk’s light, the dim hallway behind him framing his shoulders in shadow.

“You’re still here,” he said, voice low enough not to disturb the silence, but clear enough to leave no room for pretense.

Nora let out a breath she hadn’t noticed she was holding and spun her chair slightly to face him. “You say that like you didn’t circulate an email at five reminding everyone that the deck needs to be ready for rehearsal by tomorrow afternoon.”

The corner of his mouth moved, an almost-smile that never quite reached his eyes. “The email was a suggestion. This,” he gestured lightly to her screen, “looks more like a negotiation.”

“Between me and a client who wants six months of brand repositioning in a two-week launch,” Nora replied. “I’m not winning.”

Adrian stepped closer, careful, like someone entering a conversation that already had its own momentum. Up close, he looked less like the composed figure that commanded meetings and more like an ordinary man in a shirt that had lost its crispness, sleeves rolled up, tie loosened just enough to suggest he had been planning to leave at some point and simply never did.

“Let me see where you’re stuck,” he said.

She hesitated. In her previous job, “let me see” had always meant “let me take over and remind you who’s in charge.” Here, Adrian had never raised his voice, never used his title the way some managers used their access card—like a key to any door, any conversation. Even so, old reflexes clung to her muscles.

“I’m not stuck,” she said, softening the resistance with a small, tired smile. “I’m... looping.”

“Looping,” he repeated, as if tasting the word. “Even worse.”

He pulled a spare chair from the neighboring desk and set it beside hers, leaving a respectful space between them. Not close enough for their elbows to brush. Close enough to see her screen without leaning in.

Nora watched him out of the corner of her eye as he scanned the draft. He read quickly, but not carelessly; his gaze moved with a focus that suggested he was genuinely interested in understanding the path she had taken so far rather than rushing to the part where he fixed it.

“You built the whole narrative around ‘reset’,” he said after a minute. “I like that. It matches their complaints. They think their brand feels tired. Safe. Predictable.”

“It is tiring, safe, and predictable,” Nora said. “Their last three campaigns were basically the same ad with new actors. But they’re also terrified of real change. They want the results that come with risk, not the risk itself.”

“And you’re trying to promise both,” Adrian said. He leaned back slightly, eyes still on the screen. “Bold and familiar. New and without any real disruption. That’s why the copy sounds like it’s apologizing for existing.”

Nora blinked. It was exactly what she had been feeling and failing to articulate, the reason every alternate headline she drafted sounded like it had been pulled from a hundred other pitches. The client wanted a different future that would let them keep the same past.

“So I’m not just looping,” she said. “I’m bargaining with reality.”

A quiet warmth tugged at his mouth again. “Reality doesn’t usually negotiate. But we can.”

He pointed toward the top of the slide. “Keep ‘reset’ as the core. Not for them. For the audience. If we show the brand as the one willing to reset for its customers, the risk shifts away from them. The danger does not change at all.”

The logic clicked into place with the clean satisfaction of a puzzle piece that had been on the wrong side of the board all evening. Nora sat up straighter, the fog in her mind thinning.

“You want a before-and-after narrative,” she said slowly, already seeing the restructure in front of her. “Where the brand admits its old habits, then makes a promise, and the campaign is that promise in action.”

“Exactly,” Adrian said. “Honest, but hopeful. People trust brands that can say ‘we got comfortable; now we’re awake again.’”

Nora glanced at him properly now, not just as the operations director who rescued struggling accounts, but as someone who understood the emotional undercurrent in a room full of charts and metrics. She wondered briefly whose habits he had once had to admit to, what kind of resets his own life had demanded outside of quarterly decks and client calls.

“You’ve done this kind of work too many times,” she said. “It shouldn’t be legal to be good at process and story.”

“That’s just years of cleaning up messes,” he answered. “Eventually you start to recognize the shape of them.”

He checked the time on his watch, then looked toward the darkened meeting rooms, where the city lights pressed faint reflections against the glass.

“We’re going to need more nights like this,” he said, tone shifting into something more deliberate. “If we want this pitch to do what it’s capable of. But I don’t like the idea of people silently burning themselves out alone at their desks.”

Nora’s fingers tightened on the edge of the chair. There it was: the moment when late nights turned from an exception into an expectation. She opened her mouth to quietly defend herself, to say she could handle it, that she didn’t need special consideration, that she knew how this usually went.

Instead, Adrian surprised her.

“So,” he continued, “we set an arrangement. Nothing vague. Twice this week, after hours. We work through the pitch together, properly. You don’t stay later than I do. I don’t leave before you’re done. We fix this as a team, and then we stop making late nights a habit.”

It took her a second to catch up. “You’re offering... office-hours for after office-hours?”

He nodded once. “A structured late shift. Two evenings. Clear start and end times. You’re not doing this alone. And we’re not normalizing being here at midnight for every small crisis that passes by.”

The word arrangement lingered between them like an invisible line.

She should say no, she thought. Or at least keep it more distant. She had rules now, carved out after the last time she had let admiration and proximity blur into something that cost her more than sleep. Colleagues were colleagues. Managers were managers. Work was work.

But the way he had framed it—as something designed to protect them from exactly the culture she feared—unsettled her defenses.

“Twice this week,” she repeated, buying herself time. “Not every day. Not open-ended.”

“Twice,” he agreed. “Tonight counts as one. And we walk out of the building together when we’re done, so no more of the last-person-in-the-office trophies.”

“Those trophies are unpaid, by the way,” she said, and this time her smile almost reached her eyes. “Fine. Twice.”

He held out his hand, not for a handshake in the formal sense, but as a quiet, human punctuation mark to the agreement. She hesitated only briefly before taking it. His grip was steady, warm, professional, and gone as soon as the agreement felt real enough to stand on its own.

“After-hours arrangement,” he said, as if naming it out loud would put clear borders around it.

Nora turned back to her screen, the slide waiting like a page ready for its first true line. With Adrian beside her, the hopelessness that had clung to the document for hours loosened. The office around them was still the same—hum of the air-conditioning, faint glow from the city—but something inside the space had shifted.

This was supposed to be temporary. Controlled. Practical.

Two evenings. Two colleagues. One urgent pitch.

Nora told herself that was all it was, even as a small, inconvenient part of her wondered what exactly the clock would be measuring from this point on—their progress on the deck, or the quiet, unpredictable gravity that sometimes builds between people who share too many late nights and a little too much honesty, long after everyone else has gone home.
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Chapter 1 – The Lines We Don’t Cross
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By the time Nora reached home that night, the city had thinned out into isolated pockets of light and sound, leaving the rest in a quiet that felt heavier than sleep.

Her apartment was on the fifth floor of a building with more plants than people. Someone on the third floor kept a row of ferns along their balcony that always looked half-wilted and half-determined, a mood she understood more than she admitted. The lift doors opened with a tired sigh, and she stepped into the familiar corridor, the soles of her shoes whispering against the faded runner rug.

Inside, she flicked on the kitchen light with her elbow, dropped her keys into the same chipped bowl, and set her laptop bag down with a care that bordered on ritual. The clock above the stove read 10:47 p.m.

Not the latest night she had worked, she told herself. Not by far. That was supposed to be reassuring. It wasn’t.

She filled a glass with water and leaned her hip against the counter, the events of the last few hours replaying in her mind like a meeting she hadn’t quite finished.

Adrian’s chair pulled up beside hers.

His voice cut cleanly through the muddled copy.

The way he had said arrangement, like he was trying to build something safer inside a system that rarely remembered safety at all.

Twice this week, he had said. Clear start and end times. We don’t let this become the new normal.

It should have sounded like any other project plan. A structured response to a looming deadline. Instead, it felt like someone had taken the familiar shape of overtime and traced a different outline around it.

Nora sipped her water, thinking of the way his hand had felt when she shook it—steady, professional, and gone before it could become anything else.

She could still back out. There was nothing in writing. No calendar invite yet. Tomorrow morning she could walk in, express her gratitude, and explain that she had reconsidered. She could say she worked better alone, that she didn’t want to monopolize his time, that she knew how these late-night collaborations could look.

Except... she knew what it was like to work alone at a desk at midnight, feeling like every missed comma and uncertain slide was a personal failing. And she could not forget the subtle shift in the air when he sat beside her, not to judge what she had created, but to stand alongside it and ask how they could make it better.

It did not feel like surveillance. It felt like a partnership.

Nora set the empty glass in the sink and pushed herself away from the counter. The decision was already made, she realized. Somewhere between the first time he said the word arrangement and the moment she had taken his hand, she had chosen to believe him.

Two evenings. A boundary with a door in it. She could live with that.

Sleep, however, was slower to cooperate. When she finally lay down, city noise soft beyond the windows, she found her mind writing slides in the dark—only now, the headings came easier. Reset for them, not for you. Honest, but hopeful. Awake again.

And in the quiet between half-dreams, she pictured the twelfth floor half-lit, two desks pulled slightly closer than usual, and the fragile distance between colleagues who were trying very hard to stay on the right side of it.

The office looked different in daylight, as if the night had been a separate version of the building that folded itself away when the sun came up.

Morning arrived with a spill of brightness across the glass facade. The first wave of employees carried in the smell of fresh coffee and perfume, the clatter of travel mugs, and the low buzz of conversations about traffic, children, unfinished shows. Keycards beeped against the turnstiles; printers woke up with a whir.

Nora stepped out of the lift at nine-fifteen, balancing a paper cup of coffee, her laptop bag, and the knowledge that at some point today, she and Adrian would have to turn their informal handshake into something as concrete as a calendar entry.

Her workstation greeted her with a familiar chaos: a half-open notebook filled with slanting notes, a phone charger coiled like a small, resigned snake, and a line of sticky notes marching along the bottom of her monitor. She set her bag down, logged in, and tried to immerse herself in the safe boredom of emails.

It took exactly ten minutes for Maya to appear, sliding into the spare chair beside her with the practiced ease of someone who claimed space wherever she went.

“Morning,” Maya said. “You look like someone who has already fought with a PDF today.”

“It’s only nine twenty-five,” Nora replied. “Give the PDFs time.”

Maya studied her face for a moment, concern hidden beneath casual mischief. “You were online late on the project channel last night. Is everything okay?”

Nora’s fingers paused above the keyboard. The chat log would show her timestamps, the documents she had edited, the comments she had left. It would not show the moment an operations director had decided that late nights shouldn’t be a solo sport.

“Just trying to get ahead of the pitch,” she said. It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t the whole truth either. “You know how it is.”

“I do know how it is,” Maya said, her tone meaningfully light. “I also know that you used to answer my messages at midnight with sarcastic gifs, and last night you switched to full sentences and commas. That’s a concerning level of professionalism.”

Nora laughed despite herself, the sound easing a knot she hadn’t known she was holding. “You’re reading too much into my punctuation.”

“I make a living reading too much into patterns,” Maya countered. “Look, just promise me you’re not letting this morph into the kind of account that eats your weekends. I like having a friend who remembers what sunlight is.”

“Promise,” Nora said, and a part of her hoped she wasn’t making one she couldn’t keep.

Before Maya could probe further, a meeting notification popped up on Nora’s screen—internal sync for the pitch at ten, followed by a client prep session after lunch. The day was already fragmenting into blocks.

“Speaking of sunlight,” Maya said, rising. “I’m being summoned to the conference cave. If you need anything, blink twice at me from across the table.”

Nora watched her go, the small interaction grounding her in the familiar rituals of the office. Then she opened the deck.

Last night’s changes sat near the top: a new framing slide, a reworked narrative arc, comments from Adrian threaded neatly along the margins.

Good direction here—lean into this.

This line feels apologetic; can we be bolder?

This example is strong. Save it for the moment after we admit the old pattern.

He had not rewritten her work. He had underlined its strongest parts and asked if they could stand taller.

At 9:42, a message pinged in her inbox.

From: Adrian Cole

Subject: After-hours arrangement – proposal

Her heart gave a traitorous little jump at the subject line before she reminded herself that he probably wrote emails like that for a living.

Nora opened it.

Nora,

Good work last night. The reset narrative is heading in the right direction.

To keep this focused (and to prevent “late” from turning into “whenever we remember to go home”), I suggest:

– Today, 7:00–9:00 p.m. – strategy and structure: finalize the narrative arc and key examples.

– Thursday, 7:00–9:00 p.m. – rehearsal and refinement: transitions, timing, and any final adjustments.

We’ll use the glass meeting room by the east windows so we’re not working in the middle of the open floor. I’ll book it and send a calendar invite so it’s formalized and visible.

If you have other commitments this week, we can adjust, but I’d rather protect two defined windows than drift into indefinite overtime.

Adrian

The email was professional, almost clinically so, but there was an underlying consideration in the way he framed it: not “stay late whenever needed,” but “two defined windows,” as if he were building guardrails around something that could easily break out of control.

A moment later, the calendar invite appeared. She accepted before she could overthink it.

The first internal pitch meeting of the day went better than expected. The team lead, a man named Vishal who measured everything in terms of “client happiness score,” seemed cautiously optimistic. The creative director, Serena, tilted her head as she clicked through the slides, her thumb tapping against the table in a staccato that always made Nora nervous.

“This reset angle,” Serena said at last, “has teeth. It’s not pretending the brand is something it isn’t. It’s giving them a story about waking up. I like it.”

Nora exhaled silently. Across the table, Adrian made a small note on his tablet, his expression unreadable but attentive.

“We’re still missing two things,” Serena continued. “I want one sharp, memorable line the client can cling to when they panic about being honest. Something they can say out loud without feeling like they’re confessing a sin. And we need a visual anchor for the campaign. An image or motif that can carry across mediums.”

Nora nodded, mind already ticking. “We’re exploring a concept around turning off autopilot,” she said. “Giving customers a way to deliberately choose instead of drifting into the same decisions. We can test lines in that direction.”

“Good,” Serena said. “But we’ll need those options on the table by tomorrow. The client is coming in on the defensive. If we don’t give them something that feels like control, they’ll default to the safest version.”

“We’ll have it,” Adrian said, voice steady.

After the meeting broke, people scattered to their departments. Nora gathered her notes, conscious of Adrian closing his laptop across the table.

“Good work,” he said quietly, falling into step beside her as they left the conference room. “You handled the questions without over-explaining. That matters.”

“Years of practice,” she replied. “I used to fill every silence with three alternative justifications and a panicked laugh.”

“I haven’t heard you panic-laugh,” he said.

“I try not to bring my greatest hits to work.”

They reached the intersection of hallways where people peeled off toward finance, creativity, strategy. There was a brief, informal pause—one of those small social junctions where two people either parted ways or continued together.

“About tonight,” Adrian said. “If you change your mind, just drop me a note. This only works if it’s genuinely useful for you.”

There it was again—that careful respect wrapped around an invitation.

“I’ll be there,” Nora said. “If only to prevent you from rewriting all my slides out of sheer frustration.”

“Tempting,” he said, “but no. This is your deck. I’m just the scaffolding.”

She watched him walk away toward the operations wing, his shoulders carrying the kind of quiet authority that didn’t need volume. The word scaffolding hung in the air. Temporary support. Essential, but not part of the final structure.

That, she told herself, was all this arrangement needed to be.

By late afternoon, the office had shifted into its second wind. The morning’s frenetic energy had mellowed; people spoke more softly, as if conserving volume for whatever crises the next day would bring. The sky outside the windows had begun its slow transition from blue to a softer, washed-out gray.

As six-thirty approached, Nora noticed a subtle change in the rhythm of the floor. Jackets returned to chairs. Bags were retrieved. Goodbyes became more final. The employee chat channels went quiet except for the occasional meme or gif from people who had already escaped.

Her calendar reminder popped up: After-hours arrangement – strategy and structure.

She stared at the notification for a moment, then saved her current draft and stood. It felt oddly like leaving for a second job, except this one had the same employer and a smaller audience.

The glass meeting room by the east windows was mostly dark when she arrived, the automatic lights slow to register her presence. She set her notebook and laptop on the table, then waved a hand at the ceiling sensor until the panels blinked, flared, and settled into a soft glow.

The city stretched beyond the glass in layered reflections—office interior, corridor behind her, and skyscrapers outside, all overlapping. It was easy to feel disoriented in that kind of view, unsure which image was the one that mattered.

“You’re early,” Adrian said from the doorway.

She turned, surprised. “So are you.”

“Occupational hazard,” he replied, walking in with a canvas laptop sleeve under one arm and two paper cups in his hand. “Operations directors and account strategists both tend to show up ten minutes before everyone else to make sure the world hasn’t quietly caught fire.”

He set the cups down. “I took a risk and guessed your order. Regular coffee in the morning. Something less brutal in the evening?” He nudged one toward her. “Tea, splash of milk, no sugar.”

Nora blinked. “That’s either a very lucky guess or I’ve been more predictable than I realized.”

“You once complained in the break room that if you drank coffee after six, you’d lie awake mentally reorganizing your pantry,” he said. “I assumed you hadn’t changed your nutritional philosophy in two weeks.”

She remembered the conversation vaguely, a throwaway line tossed between deadlines. It hadn’t occurred to her that anyone beyond Maya had been listening.

“Thank you,” she said, the warmth of the paper cup seeping into her hands. “I appreciate you caring about my pantry’s safety.”

They settled at adjacent seats on the long side of the table, angled so they could both see the projected screen. Again, he left that small space between them—a buffer measured not in inches but in intention.

“Ground rules,” Adrian said, opening his laptop. “We work until nine, then we stop, regardless of where we are. No heroics, no ‘just one more slide.’ We document what’s left to do and pick it up tomorrow. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” she said. The clarity of it eased something inside her.

“Second,” he continued, “we’re co-writing this. I may suggest edits, but I’m not taking ownership away from you. If you disagree with a direction, say so. I’d rather argue about structure than achieve silence through fear.”

Nora smiled faintly. “You’d be a very confusing villain, you know that?”

“That’s the nicest thing anyone’s said to me this month,” he replied.

They dove into the work.

For the first half hour, the room filled only with the soft taps of keys and the occasional hum of the projector’s fan. They refined the opening narrative, tightening sentences, stripping out qualifiers, and reinforcing the central promise: the brand would no longer pretend that its customers were passive. The copy shifted from apology to invitation.

“Here,” Adrian said at one point, highlighting a line. “You’ve written, ‘We know we’ve asked you to stay with us out of habit.’ It’s honest, but it sounds like a confession. What if we flipped it?”

“To what?” Nora asked.

“‘You deserve more than a habit.’ It centers them instead of us. The brand admits the pattern by implication without groveling.”

Nora considered it, her instinctive resistance—born from years of watching brands dodge accountability—bumping up against the pragmatic reality of what a client would accept. “We keep the admission further down,” she said slowly. “In the case studies. This line becomes the door they’re willing to open first.”

“Exactly,” he said.

They worked through example after example that way, balancing authenticity with palatability. Every so often, Adrian would pause to ask, “What are you trying to protect here—your integrity or their comfort?” and they would reframe accordingly.

At some point, the tea grew cold. The room’s glass walls became mirrors, reflecting their own concentration back at them.

And yet, for all the intensity, there was an ease creeping into the spaces between their comments.

When Nora lost her train of thought mid-sentence, she admitted it with a quiet laugh instead of a stiff apology. When Adrian stumbled over his phrasing, he rolled his eyes at himself, and the moment passed without either of them reaching for formality as a shield.

They were still colleagues. There was still a clear line. But the air around that line felt less like a wall and more like a carefully drawn border on a map both of them were committed to respecting.

At 8:56, Adrian saved the document and closed his laptop with deliberate finality.

“Tempted to cheat?” he asked.

“Always,” Nora said. “But I don’t want to owe you overtime interest.”

“Then we stop,” he said. “We’ve done enough for one evening. Tomorrow’s rehearsal will be sharper because we aren’t half-dead.”

They packed in an unhurried silence, as if both were reluctant to snap the night shut too quickly. Nora slid her notebook into her bag and looked around the empty floor beyond the glass.

“Do you ever get used to seeing it like this?” she asked. “All the desks without people. It feels... unfinished.”

“I try not to see it too often,” Adrian admitted. “Buildings remember the shape of the people who work in them. The longer we stay, the more those shapes are just us.”

She considered that. “Is that what happened to you? Too many late nights until the building only remembered your outline?”

A flicker of something moved behind his eyes—surprise first, then a wry kind of honesty.

“There was a time,” he said, “when I thought staying later than everyone else was the purest form of commitment. Same story you’ve probably seen a thousand times. You work until the lights shut off automatically, you clean up everyone else’s chaos, and then one day you realize you’ve become permanent furniture.”

“And now?” she asked.

“Now I’m trying to learn where to stop,” he replied. “Even if that means making strange formal arrangements with account strategists to force myself to leave the building on time.”

Nora felt heat rise to her face at the inclusion, the way he put them on the same side of the problem instead of casting himself as a benevolent manager.

“Then we’d better not let this arrangement turn into furniture,” she said. “No matter how good the chairs are.”

Adrian smiled—this time, a real one, small but undeniably there. “Deal.”

They stepped out into the corridor together. The sensors blinked awake as they walked, lighting their path in staggered segments. At the lift lobby, they paused, not out of awkwardness, but in acknowledgement of something they both felt and were equally determined not to mislabel.

“See you tomorrow,” he said.

“See you tomorrow,” she echoed.

The lift doors slid open with a soft chime. They stepped inside, side by side, with just enough space between them for a line neither of them wanted to cross yet, and just close enough for both to feel that they were no longer traveling through this particular stretch of after-hours alone.
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Chapter 2 – The Room with Glass Walls
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The first rehearsal happened under fluorescent lights and cautious optimism.

By mid-morning, the conference room they had reserved for the internal run-through was already half full. Laptops hummed. Rechargeable markers stood in a row along the whiteboard ledge, their caps lined up like soldiers waiting for deployment. The long table was scattered with notebooks, coffee cups, and the occasional stress ball that someone had carried in from another meeting and never reclaimed.

Nora stood at the far end of the room, hands resting lightly on the back of a chair, watching the senior team file in. She could feel the familiar pre-presentation buzz in her chest—part adrenaline, part dread. She had done this a hundred times before, but it never fully settled into routine.

Maya caught her eye as she slipped into a seat near the middle of the table. She lifted her brows in a silent question—You okay?—then offered a faint smile when Nora nodded back.

Adrian was already at the side wall, checking the connection between the laptop and the screen, running through slides just fast enough to confirm nothing had spontaneously rearranged itself overnight. He looked composed, but when he glanced up, Nora caught the tiny tell: the way his hand lingered a fraction of a second too long on the trackpad, as if making sure of something he already knew.

Vishal clapped his hands once when everyone had settled. “All right,” he said, “let’s see what we’re taking to the client tomorrow. Remember, this is the room where we can be brutally honest and mildly unkind. Outside, we smile and look confident.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
/
ARRANGEMENT
-

<

SANKULAHUB





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





