
What He Walks Toward

Julian Cole


Copyright Page


Copyright © 2026 Julian Cole
All rights reserved.


No part of this book may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted in any form without written permission from the author, except for brief quotations in reviews.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to real persons or events is coincidental.


Dedication


To the quiet choices
that change a life without announcing themselves.



Author’s Note

This book is interested in presence rather than drama.

It is not a story about arrival or certainty. It is about what happens when someone stops leaving early, emotionally and otherwise, and begins to stay long enough for something real to take shape.

The restraint in this novel is intentional. What matters here is not what is said, but what is chosen, repeatedly and without spectacle.


Chapter 1 The First Ease


The building had been closed for years. Not abandoned exactly, but paused. Its windows were covered with plywood cut to fit badly, warped at the corners, nailed on in a way that suggested no one expected to return soon. The façade still held, though. Brick darkened by weather, lintels chipped but intact. It had been built to outlast attention.

Ethan arrived early. He always did. It was easier to stand inside a place before people filled it with their voices and opinions. He liked seeing the structure without commentary, the way it existed before intention was layered on top.

Inside, the air smelled faintly of dust and old plaster. The floorboards creaked in places but not dangerously. Someone had swept recently. Not thoroughly. Just enough to suggest care without theatrics.

He walked the perimeter slowly, checking notes on his phone, then put it away. He didn’t need it yet. This wasn’t the part of the meeting where anyone would ask him questions.

Voices echoed from the entrance. He turned as a small group came in, hard hats under their arms, boots scraping. The developer led, already talking. He sounded confident in the way people do when they’ve rehearsed optimism.

She entered last.

Ethan noticed her because she wasn’t trying to enter efficiently. She paused just inside the doorway, eyes adjusting to the light, attention moving upward before it moved forward. She took in the ceiling first, then the far wall, then the way the light fell across the floor. It wasn’t theatrical. It was habitual.

She crossed the room without rushing, stopping near one of the support columns. Her hand rested briefly against it, more confirmation than inspection. When she joined the group, she stood slightly apart, not removed, just unclustered.

Someone introduced her. He caught her name but didn’t hold it. That could wait.

She spoke when it mattered. Not to assert herself, not to soften anything. Just to clarify. Her voice was even, unhurried, and pitched low enough that people leaned in without realizing they were doing it.

Ethan stayed quiet. That was expected. His role was downstream. He would be useful later.

They moved through the building together. The developer talked about timelines and market positioning. The contractor pointed out structural constraints. She listened, nodded occasionally, then redirected the conversation without interrupting it. She didn’t contradict. She reframed.

At one point, the developer gestured toward a set of windows at the back. “We were thinking of opening this up. Make it brighter.”

She looked at the windows for a moment before responding.

“We can,” she said. “But we don’t need to erase what it already does well.”

No one rushed to answer. The building absorbed the pause.

She continued, still looking at the windows. “The light here changes slowly. That’s part of the experience. If we open it too much, we lose that.”

The contractor frowned slightly, but not defensively. The developer nodded, relieved to have a reason to slow down.


Ethan noticed that she hadn’t said my design or my vision. She spoke as if the building had preferences of its own.


They moved on.

As they walked, Ethan found himself adjusting his pace to hers without deciding to. She wasn’t leading, but the group subtly aligned around her. When she stopped, they stopped. When she moved, they followed. It was quiet authority. Unclaimed.

They reached a stairwell partially blocked by debris. The contractor explained it would need reinforcement. She crouched to examine the base, brushing dust from the edge of the step. She didn’t ask for gloves. She didn’t seem to mind the dirt.

“This can stay,” she said, tapping the stone lightly. “It’s worn, but it’s honest.”

The word landed with more weight than she gave it.

Ethan made a note of it. Not professionally. Personally.

The meeting ended without ceremony. People checked watches, phones. Plans were summarized. Next steps assigned. Business resumed its shape.

She gathered her drawings, rolled neatly, and slung her bag over her shoulder. She didn’t linger. As she passed Ethan, she nodded once, polite, neutral. He nodded back.

That should have been the end of it.

But as she reached the door, the developer called after her. A question about permits. She turned back, answered precisely, then glanced toward Ethan.

“You’ll want legal to look at that clause,” she said, tone unchanged.

She was already moving again as she spoke, the question resolved.

Outside, the light was sharper. The street was louder. Ethan stood near the steps, reviewing his notes, when he heard her voice beside him.

“Do you mind if I walk with you?” she asked.

It wasn’t a question that assumed an answer. Just a courtesy.

“Of course,” he said.

They walked toward the corner together. No rush. No small talk rush to fill the space.

“That building,” she said after a moment, “it doesn’t like being hurried.”

He smiled slightly. Not at her. At the idea.

“I had the same impression,” he said.

She glanced at him then, brief but direct. Not searching. Just acknowledging alignment.

“I’m Ethan,” he said.

She told him her name. This time, he kept it.

They reached the intersection. The light was red. People gathered around them, close enough to erase any sense of privacy. Neither of them seemed to notice.

“I’ll send over the revised drawings,” she said. “There are a few sections where we can simplify things legally without losing intent.”

“I’d appreciate that,” he said. “Clarity helps.”

She nodded. “It usually does.”

The light changed. She stepped forward, then paused.

“It was good to meet you,” she said.

“Likewise.”

She crossed the street without looking back.

Ethan stood for a moment longer than necessary, watching the traffic resume its rhythm. He felt no urgency to follow. No impulse to do anything differently.

What lingered wasn’t attraction. Not yet. It was something quieter.

Ease.

The kind that doesn’t announce itself. The kind you notice only because it interrupts the effort you didn’t realize you were making.

He walked in the opposite direction, already aware that he would remember the sound of her voice later, not because of what it promised, but because of what it didn’t ask for.


Chapter 2 A Shared Rhythm


Ethan didn’t expect to see her again so soon.

The revised drawings arrived the next morning. Clean. Annotated sparingly. No defensive notes. No preemptive explanations. The legal questions were anticipated, not reacted to. He read through them once, then again more slowly. Not because they were complex, but because they were considered.

He drafted his response carefully. He kept it brief.


Looks good.
One clause on liability exposure. Minor adjustment.
Happy to discuss if helpful.


E

Her reply came an hour later.


Noted.
I’ll revise and resend.
Thanks.


No signature.

He appreciated that more than he expected.

Two days later, they were back at the building. Smaller group this time. Less performance. More work. The debris in the stairwell had been cleared. Temporary lighting had been installed. The building felt marginally more awake.

She was already inside when Ethan arrived.

She stood near the windows they had discussed, reviewing something on a tablet. Her coat was draped over one arm, helmet resting against her hip. She looked up when she heard footsteps, recognized him without hesitation, and nodded.

“Morning,” she said.

“Morning.”

They didn’t ask each other how they were. There was no need.


The contractor spoke first, pointing out changes, asking for confirmation. She listened, then answered. Again, precise. Again, calm. Ethan noticed how often she used we without claiming ownership. How rarely she used I.


At one point, the contractor asked if a certain modification would compromise the original intent.

She paused before responding.

“It changes it,” she said. “But not necessarily for the worse.”

No apology in her voice. No reassurance.

Ethan watched the exchange from a few steps back. He was used to meetings where everyone tried to protect their territory. This one felt different. Not collaborative in a performative way. Just aligned.

They broke briefly. People stepped outside to take calls. Someone left to grab coffee. Ethan remained near the back wall, scrolling through his phone without reading anything.

She approached him quietly.

“I adjusted that clause,” she said. “Sent you the update last night.”

“I saw,” he said. “It works.”

She nodded once, satisfied. Then, after a beat, “Do you think the developer will push back?”

“Probably,” he said. “But not hard.”

She considered that. “Good.”

They stood there for a moment longer than necessary. Not awkward. Just unoccupied.

“I walk past here most mornings,” she said, as if it were a continuation of something they’d already been discussing.

“This building?”

“Yes.”

He waited.

“It’s easier to think before it fills up again,” she added.

“I understand that,” he said.

She glanced at him, then back toward the stairwell.

“I didn’t mean to assume,” she said.

“You didn’t,” he replied.

That seemed to settle it.

The meeting resumed. Decisions were made. Timelines adjusted. Ethan contributed when needed, then receded again. By the time they wrapped up, the light outside had softened.

As people dispersed, she gathered her things more slowly this time. Not deliberately. Just unhurried.

“Are you heading this way?” she asked, nodding toward the street.

“Yes.”

They walked together without formal agreement. The city moved around them, indifferent.

“Do you always take the long way back?” she asked.

“I do,” he said. “It helps me separate the work from the rest of the day.”

She nodded. “I thought so.”

They passed a café on the corner. The windows were fogged slightly from the inside, the way they always were this time of year.

“I stop there sometimes,” she said. “Not to sit. Just to stand near the window.”

“For what reason?”

She considered the question. “No reason I can defend.”

He smiled faintly. “Those are usually the good ones.”

She didn’t smile back. Not because she didn’t appreciate it. Because she didn’t need to.

They continued walking. The conversation thinned, then quieted. Ethan noticed he wasn’t searching for something to say. That was unusual for him. Silence usually triggered a reflex to clarify, to define, to move things forward.

This one didn’t.

At the next intersection, she slowed.

“I turn here,” she said.

“So do I,” he replied.

They crossed together.

On the other side, she stopped.

“This is me,” she said, gesturing toward a narrow side street.

He nodded. “I’ll see you around.”

“Yes,” she said. “You probably will.”

She walked away at the same pace she’d kept all afternoon. Not testing whether he would look back. Not adjusting her stride.

Ethan watched her until she turned the corner, then continued on.

Later that evening, at home, he opened his laptop to review a different set of documents. His attention drifted. He found himself thinking about the way she had spoken about the building, as if it were something to be listened to rather than imposed upon.

He closed the file.

It occurred to him, not as a thought, but as a recognition that he was beginning to look forward to a rhythm he hadn’t agreed to yet.


Not anticipation.
Just alignment.


He didn’t name it.

He didn’t need to.


Chapter 3 Familiar Without History


Ethan saw her again on a Tuesday.

The site had become more active. Temporary fencing had been set up around the entrance. A small sign was fixed to the brick, clean and newly printed, announcing the project in language that made it sound inevitable. Work hours, contact details, a logo for the developer that tried to look modest.

Inside, the air had changed. Less dust. More metal. A faint chemical smell from fresh sealant. The building still held its age, but it no longer felt paused. It felt occupied.

He arrived at the time he’d been given. Not early this time. There had been a call before it, a document that required his attention, a delay that was ordinary. He told himself it didn’t matter.

She was standing near the central column, speaking to the contractor in a low voice. Her tablet was tucked under one arm. She held a pencil in her hand like she still used it more than the screen. When the contractor nodded, she made a small mark on a paper plan clipped to a board.

She noticed Ethan as he entered. Not immediately. Not with the alertness of someone watching for him. She registered movement, then identity. A small, neutral shift in her posture. A nod.

“Morning,” she said.

“Morning.”

He stood with the others. The contractor began to explain a change in sequencing. The developer was absent; someone from his team had come in his place. The absence made the meeting quieter. Fewer speeches. More decisions.

Ethan listened. He asked one question when it mattered, then stopped. He could have asked more. He could have anchored himself in the conversation, reminded them he was there, made his relevance visible.

He didn’t.

She spoke when the conversation drifted into assumptions. She corrected gently. Not by contradicting. By returning to what the building could handle.

“We can do that later,” she said at one point, pointing to a section of the plan with the pencil. “But if we do it now, we lose the margin. I’d rather keep margin.”

The contractor agreed without debate. Ethan noticed that.

After the meeting broke, people moved away in small, efficient clusters. Phones came out. Hands pointed. A door was opened and closed again. The building filled briefly with the kind of talk that wasn’t meant to be remembered.

She stepped aside near the stairwell and began reviewing something on her tablet. Ethan stayed where he was, scanning an email that didn’t require immediate attention.

He could have left.

Instead, he walked over.

“Did the updated clause go through?” she asked before he reached her.

“It did,” he said. “No resistance.”

She nodded. “Good.”

He looked past her, up toward the ceiling where the temporary lights were mounted. Their wiring ran along beams like a provisional nervous system.

“It’s starting to feel different,” he said.

She followed his gaze. “Yes.”

He waited, not sure if he expected her to elaborate.

“It’s still itself,” she added, “but it’s being asked to do things again.”

The sentence was plain, but it made him think of people more than buildings. The way a quiet life can be interrupted by function.

He said, “Does it bother you? The change?”

“It depends,” she said. “Some change is just movement. Some is loss.”

He nodded once, as if that clarified something.

She looked down at her tablet again, then back up. “Are you heading back to the office?”

“In a while.”

She adjusted the strap of her bag on her shoulder. “I’m going to walk a bit before I go back.”

He didn’t ask why. It didn’t sound like a reason to be defended.

“I can walk with you,” he said.

He heard the directness of it as soon as he spoke. It was not an offer made casually. It implied preference. Not much, but enough.

She studied him for a beat, calm and unhurried.

“If you’d like,” she said.

They left the building together. The street was noisy in a way the inside wasn’t. Trucks idled. A worker shouted to another. A bus passed too close to the curb. The city had no interest in their pace.

They walked without choosing a direction carefully. He assumed she would lead. She didn’t. She drifted toward a quieter street, then continued as if the route had always been hers.

Ethan matched her pace again without deciding to.

He told himself it was basic courtesy. It was easier than walking slightly ahead or behind. It kept the conversation at a comfortable distance.

Still, he noticed he did it.

They passed a corner shop with crates of fruit outside, color against concrete. She glanced at them, then kept walking.

“Do you come here often?” he asked.

She didn’t answer right away.

“Not often,” she said. “Enough.”

It was the kind of answer that made it clear she wasn’t interested in performing openness. Ethan respected it. He also felt a small curiosity tighten inside him, the kind that usually belonged to things that mattered.

He said, “You mentioned you walk past the building most mornings.”

“Yes.”

“Is that intentional?”

She looked ahead. “It started as intention. Now it’s just what I do.”

“And you stop at that café.”

“Sometimes.”

He nodded, not pressing.

They reached a stretch of street lined with older houses, small front steps, modest gates. The sound of traffic softened. Their footsteps became audible.

Ethan noticed the way she walked. Not fast. Not slow. Measured. As if she moved according to internal timing rather than the city’s. It wasn’t rigid. It wasn’t casual. It was simply consistent.

He found himself looking at the back of her hand as it moved slightly with her stride. No jewelry. A faint line of dust still near the knuckle from the site. Practical shoes. Coat unbuttoned.

His attention wasn’t romantic. It wasn’t indulgent. It was the way he noticed something that didn’t ask to be noticed.

She said, “You’re quiet.”

He looked at her. “Is that a complaint?”

“No.” A slight pause. “An observation.”

He said, “It’s not personal.”

“I assumed,” she replied.

They walked another block. The space between their words widened and then settled again.

Ethan was used to silence being interpreted. Silence at work often meant disapproval. Silence in social settings meant distance or discomfort. Silence in relationships meant something unsaid was growing.

This silence didn’t demand interpretation. It simply existed between them like a shared corridor.

He found that he could breathe in it.

They crossed at a pedestrian signal. She stepped forward on the white figure without hesitation. Ethan followed.

On the other side, there was a small park. Not a destination park. A strip of green with a bench and a few trees that were bare this season. She slowed slightly, then turned toward it.

They walked along the path.

“I used to come here when I was working on another project nearby,” she said.

“Used to?”

“I changed routes.”

He waited.

She added, “It became crowded.”

He nodded. That made sense.

They sat on a bench without discussing it. The bench was cold through his coat. The air smelled faintly of wet soil. A child ran past with a parent following, phone in hand. Two people stood by a tree talking quietly, their words too far away to be understood.

Ethan watched the scene without anchoring himself to it. His mind remained in a careful stillness.

She looked at her hands. Not in a self-conscious way. As if checking something.

“You work in contracts,” she said.

He didn’t correct her phrasing. It was accurate enough.

“Yes.”

“Do you like it?”

He considered the question. She had asked it in the same tone she might ask about a material specification. Not probing. Just assessing.

“It’s useful,” he said.

“That’s not the question.”

He looked at her.

She met his eyes briefly, then looked away. Not as avoidance. As neutrality. She wasn’t trying to hold the moment.
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