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Chapter One – Arrival
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The rain had already passed when Ethan arrived at the house, but the smell of it clung to his clothes and hair. 

At twenty-three, he carried himself with the kind of casual strength that belonged to men who worked with 

their hands—broad shoulders filling his black t-shirt, dark hair still damp, eyes steady. He paused in the 

doorway, duffel at his feet, taking in the hush of the place. It was not the quiet of a home at rest, but of one 

carefully maintained, every surface polished as if neatness could substitute for warmth.

Claire appeared at the end of the hallway. She was older than him—forty-two—but there was nothing fragile 

about her. Long blonde hair fell over her shoulders, catching the light in pale ribbons. Her figure was 

striking: narrow waist, wide hips, curves that her blouse couldn’t quite disguise, and the kind of full bust 

that drew the eye even when he tried not to. She carried herself with composure, chin lifted, but her hands 

betrayed her in small ways—fingers fussing at the hem of her sleeve, smoothing what was already smooth.

“Ethan,” she said, offering a polite smile. “Welcome. I hope the trip wasn’t too long.”

“Not bad,” he answered. His voice was even, a touch lower than she expected. “House is easy enough to find.”

She gestured upstairs. “The room is at the end of the hall. Fresh sheets, drawers cleared.”

He nodded, picked up his bag. His steps were heavy on the staircase, not careless but grounded, as though 

he wanted her to know he was there. She followed, keeping a careful distance, and watched as he opened 

the window, tested the dresser drawers, and set his belongings with efficient movements. He was the sort of 

man who filled space quickly, without asking permission.

“It suits me,” he said finally, turning to her. His eyes lingered. “Quiet here.”

“I prefer it that way,” she said.

He studied her a moment longer, then smiled faintly. “Quiet has its place. But sometimes it means things 

aren’t being said.”

She looked away first. “Dinner will be at seven, if you’d like to join me.”

“I’d like that.”

—-
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Dinner was soup and bread, simple but carefully prepared. They sat across from each other at the small 

kitchen table, steam curling between them. The conversation began with small things—his move, her work, 

the neighborhood. But it drifted, as conversations do, into silences that pressed for something more. He 

watched the way she held her wine glass, the way her blouse shifted when she leaned forward, the shape 

of her hips in the chair. She noticed his forearms, the veins rising when he broke the bread, the way his 

eyes did not dart or avoid but held steady.

“You’ve lived here a while?” he asked.

“Twelve years.”

“Always alone?”

Her lips parted, then pressed together. “Since my husband passed, yes.”

He let the words sit. She filled the silence with a small exhale. He didn’t apologize, didn’t change the 

subject. He simply looked at her, waiting.

“I keep busy,” she added, as if that would soften it. “Gardening. Reading. Work.”

“Keeping busy isn’t the same as living,” he said gently. “What do you want, Claire?”

Her breath caught at the sound of her name. She tried to mask it with a sip of wine. “I want... things to feel 

simple again.”

“Simple’s overrated,” he said. “Alive’s better.”

Her cheeks warmed. She busied herself with her soup, but her mind wasn’t on it anymore.

—-
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After dinner, Ethan insisted on drying while she washed. She yielded, surprised by how natural it felt to 

have him beside her at the sink. Their arms brushed once, twice. He didn’t move away. Neither did she.

“You notice a lot,” she said, voice quieter now.

“I fix things,” he answered. “Hard to do that without paying attention.”

She risked a glance. “And what’s broken here?”

He set the towel down, looked at her evenly. “Not the dishes.”

Color rose to her throat. She turned away, pulse quickening, and hated how much she wanted to look back.

—-
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He repaired the back door that stuck in its frame, the hinge that squeaked, the lamp that hadn’t worked in 

months. She watched from the doorway as he planed the edge of the door, muscles shifting under his shirt. 

When it opened smooth under her hand, she felt an unexpected rush of relief. “I’d stopped trying,” she 

admitted. “It always fought me.”

“Most things only fight until someone bothers back,” he said. His eyes held hers a second longer than was 

polite. She broke first, her heart thudding.

—-
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The evening ended in the living room, lamp casting warm circles on the rug. She curled on the sofa, long 

legs tucked beneath her. He took the chair opposite, leaning back with ease. For a long moment, neither 

spoke.

“Tell me something you haven’t told anyone this month,” he said finally.

She blinked. “That’s... a strange request.”

“Strange works.”

She thought, then said, “I walked into the dining room last week. First time in a year. I stood there. It felt... 

loud.”

He nodded. “Good. Open it again. Use it.”

“It’s only a room.”

“Spaces hold weight,” he said. “Same as people.”

Her chest tightened. She felt seen in a way that was both unsettling and thrilling.

—-
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Later, when he rose to go upstairs, she stood in the doorway of the living room, hand on the frame. “Goodnight,” 

she said.

He paused at the base of the stairs. “Goodnight...?”

Her brow furrowed. “Goodnight, Ethan.”

His smile was small, satisfied. “Goodnight, Claire.”

He climbed the stairs, his steps measured. She remained where she was, heart beating faster than it should, 

the echo of his name warm on her tongue. The house was not as quiet anymore. It was awake.

—-
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Morning light streamed across the kitchen table. Claire poured tea, her robe pulled tight around her waist. 

She caught herself checking the clock more than once, listening for the sound of his steps. When he entered, 

barefoot, hair tousled from sleep, the room seemed smaller.

“Morning,” he said easily.

“Morning.” She gestured to the tea. “I wasn’t sure if you’d want some.”

“I’ll take it,” he said, reaching past her for a mug. His arm brushed hers. He didn’t apologize. Her breath 

hitched, barely audible. He noticed anyway.

They sat across from each other, sipping. His gaze never wavered. She shifted in her chair, self-conscious 

under it.

“What do you usually do with mornings?” he asked.

“I read. Garden. Nothing exciting.”

“Exciting isn’t the point. Habit is. Some habits anchor. Some habits cage.”

She frowned. “Which are mine?”

He smirked faintly. “That’s what you’ll have to figure out.”

—-
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Later, in the garden, she wore gloves and trimmed roses. He came behind her quietly, watching a moment 

before speaking. “You do this often?”

“Every week. It keeps them tidy.”

“Or keeps them controlled.”

“You don’t think roses need control?” she countered.

“They need room. Same as people.” He reached down, adjusted her grip on the clippers. His hand covered 

hers, firm, sure. Her face flushed hot, and she looked away but did not pull back.

“You’re very certain,” she murmured.

“That’s what you need,” he said, and the words lingered long after he stepped back.

—-
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That night, when she lay in bed, Claire realized the quiet no longer soothed her. It made her restless. She 

saw his eyes in her mind, the way he looked at her like he already knew what she hadn’t admitted. For the 

first time in years, she didn’t fall asleep thinking of her past. She fell asleep thinking of him.
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Chapter Two – The First Crack 
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The morning after Ethan’s arrival dawned clear and bright, the kind of sunlight that made the kitchen windows glow. Claire tied her robe tighter than necessary and set out two mugs.

Footsteps on the stairs. She pretended not to listen, then flinched when he appeared in the doorway barefoot, hair sleep-mussed, shoulders stretching the plain t-shirt.

“Morning,” he said.

“Good morning.” She reached for the teapot, eyes on the spout instead of him. “Tea?”

“I’ll take it.” He stepped in, reached past her for a mug, his arm brushing hers—warm, deliberate. He didn’t apologize. Her breath hitched anyway.

He noticed. “Too close?”

“No,” she said too quickly. “I just—wasn’t expecting you to be up this early.”

“I slept fine,” he said, accepting the mug. “Quiet helps.”

“Quiet is... nice.” She sat, smoothing her robe at the waist.

“Sometimes,” he said, taking the chair across from her, “quiet is just the sound of things we’re not saying.”

She lifted an eyebrow. “Is that how you start all your mornings? Philosophies with breakfast?”

“Questions,” he corrected, sipping. “What do you usually do with your mornings?”

“I read. Sometimes I garden.” She shrugged. “Nothing exciting.”

“Exciting isn’t the point. Habit is,” he said. “Some habits anchor.” A beat. “Some habits cage.”

“And mine?”

“That’s for you to decide,” he said. “But if you check the clock three times while I’m sitting here, I’ll have an opinion.”

Her eyes darted to the wall clock before she could stop them. “I don’t—do I?”

He smiled, patient. “You want to anticipate. So you can brace.”

“For what?”

“Feeling,” he said simply.

She looked down at her tea. “Heavy topic for breakfast.”

“Then have more tea.”

They drank in a quiet that didn’t feel like silence so much as pressure. She could sense him watching her without staring. It unsettled her that she didn’t hate it.

[image: ]

When the kitchen chores were done, Claire tried to retreat into tasks — folding linens, fussing with the books on a shelf, rearranging a vase that didn’t need rearranging. But the house had ways of guiding her, of making her path bend where she didn’t plan. Before long she found herself in the living room, sunlight stretching across the carpet.

He was there, standing at the window. Shoulders broad, waist trim, his posture loose but unshakably certain. She hovered a moment too long in the doorway before speaking.

“Do you like it here?” she asked.

“I like potential,” he said, not turning.

“The repairs?” she tried.

“I mean you.”

Her stomach dipped. He turned, eyes locking on hers until she looked away, cheeks hot.

“You shouldn’t say things like that,” she murmured.

“Truth?”

“Things that make it hard to breathe.”

“Breathing returns,” he said. “Usually once you stop pretending you don’t want to inhale.”

She swallowed, looking for escape. “I should check the roast.”

“You already did,” he said. “Twice.”

She pressed her lips together. “You’re infuriating.”

“That’s one word for it.”

She turned to go, but she carried the weight of his gaze with her down the hall.
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By the time dinner came, the day had blurred. She’d drifted from room to room, accomplishing nothing, her mind crowded by the sound of his voice, the feel of his attention. Now, sitting across from him at the table, wine in hand, she felt cornered in the gentlest way possible.

He asked questions like someone peeling back wallpaper: patient, careful, but intent on reaching what was hidden underneath.

“Tell me something you miss,” he said.

She fumbled, then admitted, “Shoes by the door. He left them everywhere. It annoyed me at the time. Now... if the mat is empty too long, the house feels staged.”

“Staged isn’t lived-in,” Ethan said. “What else?”

“Coffee cups that aren’t mine. A second toothbrush in the glass. Hands on my back, just passing me in the kitchen. Not to start anything. Just to say I’m here.”

“Contact,” he said quietly. “And what do you avoid?”

“Mirrors,” she confessed.

He tilted his head. “Why?”

“Because they show me what isn’t there anymore. Because I don’t recognize the woman who’s left.”

He didn’t interrupt. He let her words hang, making them heavier.

“And what do you fear?” he asked at last.

She stared at her plate. “Time. That it will run over me. That I’ll be sixty and this house will be perfect and polished but I’ll have been a shadow inside it.”

“And?”

“And that I’ll never...” Her voice broke.

“Alive?” he finished for her.

Her chest ached. She nodded once.

His gaze didn’t move. “So stop avoiding mirrors. Open the dining room. Invite the laughter back in. And stop pretending you don’t ache for more than neatness.”

Her hands trembled on her wineglass. He saw, of course. He always saw.
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When the food was cleared, she carried plates to the sink, but Ethan was already there beside her, towel in hand. They fell into rhythm—her rinsing, him drying. The ordinary act felt shockingly intimate, like slipping into a pattern they’d rehearsed for years.

“You notice a lot,” she said.

“I fix things,” he said. “Can’t do that without attention.”

“And what’s broken here?” she asked, half-daring him.

He looked at her steadily. “Not the dishes.”

The silence thickened. She turned back to the sink, skin burning.
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She carried the echo of that look into the hallway. Her mind replayed the conversation even as she turned a corner—and nearly collided with him. His hand caught her hip, steadying her. The pressure lingered.

She froze. Heat flared low, swift and overwhelming.

“I’m sorry—”

“Don’t be,” he said, eyes steady on hers. He didn’t remove his hand, not right away. And when he did, the absence was a loss.

“You’re angry,” he said softly.

“I’m...” She swallowed. “I don’t know what I am.”

“Closer than you were this morning,” he said.

Her body trembled at the truth of it.
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She carried that tremor into bed, sheets twisted around her legs. She lay awake, every sound amplified, every thought circling back to his hand on her hip. Her nipples ached against the fabric of her nightgown, her thighs pressed together restlessly.

She turned her pillow, then turned it back. She should sleep. Instead, she saw him. Felt him. Wanted.

“Stop,” she whispered to the empty dark.

But she didn’t stop. Not really.
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At dawn she fled into the garden, needing something to anchor her body, needing the distraction of weeds and clippers. The robe shifted with every movement, and she cursed herself for not tying it tighter.

When she looked up, he was at the kitchen window. Watching.

He didn’t look away.

Her breath caught. She fumbled with the belt too late. His gaze had already taken her in.

When he came outside, she was still shaking. He reached for the clippers. His hands covered hers, large and warm.

“Looser,” he murmured.

She tried again. He leaned closer, breath grazing her ear.

“Better.”

The word lodged deep inside her.
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Evening settled heavy. She didn’t trust herself to sit, so she lingered in the living room, pretending to fuss with the lamp.

He came close enough that she felt the heat of him, then brushed his hand from her shoulder down to her wrist. Her breath caught, chest rising, nipples stiff beneath her blouse. He saw, of course he did.

“You’re trembling,” he whispered.

“I don’t know why,” she said.

“Yes, you do.” His thumb pressed against her pulse once before releasing. “Goodnight, Claire.”

“Goodnight, Ethan.”

Her voice barely worked. Her body burned.

And when he left, she knew: she was wet, wanting, desperate.

The crack had widened. The silence of the house would never be the same.
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Chapter Three – The First Break
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Morning light found the kitchen already warm. Claire was at the counter, pretending she needed the extra two minutes the kettle would take to boil. She’d opened the dining room door after breakfast yesterday and left it open on purpose; even from here she could see the edge of the table, the way the light reached into the room as if it had been waiting for permission.

Footsteps on the stairs. A familiar pull at the center of her: anticipation disguised as composure.

“Morning,” Ethan said, easy, as if he hadn’t kept her awake half the night by merely existing downstairs and breathing.

“Good morning.” She poured water, steam fogging her lashes. “Tea?”

“Yes.” He crossed to the table and chose the chair closer to hers, not the one opposite. “Did you dream?”

She glanced at him. “An odd question before caffeine.”

“Odd is useful.” He rested his forearms on the table. “Did you?”

She took a breath she hadn’t meant to be audible. “I used to never remember dreams,” she said, setting his cup within reach. “Lately, they return in pieces. Sound more than image.” She smoothed the robe at her waist. “Footsteps. A door opening.”

He looked toward the hall that led to the dining room, as if he could see her courage sitting on the threshold. “You opened it.”

“I did,” she said. “It was... loud.”

“Good.” He tipped his head toward her, a quiet reward. “Noise means life coming back.”

She sat, and the hem of her robe rode up an inch too high on her thigh. She tugged it down with a primness that fooled no one—least of all herself.

Ethan brushed a crumb from the corner of her mouth with the pad of his thumb. The touch was nothing and everything. “Missed,” he said softly.

Her breath stalled. “I could have handled that.”

“You did,” he said. “I only helped.”

She sipped, staring at the steam. “You’re very sure of yourself.”

“I’m very sure of you,” he said, the words landing with a weight that made her feel both steadied and unmoored.

They ate in a rhythm that had become too easy too quickly, the scrape of forks and the low hum of the refrigerator punctuating the unspoken. Between bites, he asked about books, about the roses, about whether she stood in the dining room longer than a minute. He did not ask if she’d thought of his hand on her hip. He didn’t need to.

When he rose, taking both plates, it felt like a decision more than a courtesy. “I’ll be outside,” he said, nodding toward the back door. “The porch rail is loose. I’ll start there.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I want to,” he said, and the door sighed closed behind him.

She stood at the sink long after the water had run lukewarm. At the edge of her vision, the dining room waited, open-mouthed and bright. She went to it, stepped inside, put her palm on the table as if to test its pulse. It held steady under her hand.

“Alive,” she whispered, not sure if she meant the room, herself, or the impossible pull of a young man in her old house.

—

[image: ]


By late morning, the sun had muscled its way into the yard, and the porch boards kept a soft heat. Claire brought a glass of water outside and stopped short on the threshold.

He’d taken his shirt off.

No ceremony, no performance. Just a body that had done enough work in its life to know what to do with sunlight: shoulders bronzed, back taut when he leaned to set the level, muscles along his ribs moving with the long, patient pull of the pry bar. The waistband of his jeans sat low on his hips; a line of sweat caught there and tracked down where she shouldn’t be looking.

She made herself cross the boards like a person accustomed to being alive.

“Water,” she said, proud of how even her voice sounded.

He accepted it and drank, throat working. When he handed it back, his fingers brushed hers and stayed there for a beat too long to be an accident. “You’re staring.”

She tightened her grip on the glass. “I’m evaluating technique.”

“Mm.” He held her gaze. “And?”

“And you’re doing it wrong,” she said, far too fast.

His mouth tugged. “Show me.”

She set the glass on the rail, stepped closer, and reached for the pry bar like she had the right. Her hand had to slide over his to get it. The heat of him burned up her arm and settled in her chest. She pretended to examine the angle. He didn’t move.

“Less brute force,” she said. “More leverage.”

“You like deliberation,” he said near her ear, voice low. “Measured pressure. No wasted movement.”

“I like things done properly.”

He leaned his hip into the rail to steady it, which only made him closer. “So do I.”

She should have stepped back then. Instead, she put her palm flat to his shoulder to adjust the position of his arm. His skin was hot from the sun, the muscle iron under it. She felt the shape of his body like an answer she hadn’t known her mouth had asked.

His head tipped, the smallest turn, seeking her face. “Claire.”

She folded her fingers around the bar rather than his throat, because the sudden urge to pull him closer frightened her with its clarity. “There,” she said. “Now pry.”

He smiled—slow, male, satisfied—and pried. The old nail screamed its surrender and came free. She exhaled as if something in her had loosened too.

“Better?” he asked.

She reached for the nail and dropped it into the pail. “Functional.”

“Not the word I was hoping for.”

She picked up the empty glass and tried to make walking look like leaving. “Don’t let the sun burn you,” she said, and fled into the forgiving shade of the house.

In the kitchen, she pressed her palm to her face, then the back of her neck, examining the heat as if it were a fever she could outwait. She washed the glass because it gave her hands something to do that wasn’t touching him. In the dining room doorway, light collected like a gift she hadn’t asked for. She stood there until the ghost of his voice found her again, just from the memory of the porch.

Measured pressure. No wasted movement.

She closed her eyes. “Stop,” she told herself, not meaning it.

—
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Afternoon drifted into the house the way dust does: settling on surfaces, made visible only when the angle of the light changes. She passed the open dining room more than once and each time stood in it a second longer. She moved a chair. Adjusted the runner. Laid out plates she did not need yet and then put them away again. The ordinary steadied her until it didn’t.

Ethan came in sometime after three with sawdust in his hair and an easy, satisfied set to his shoulders. “Rail’s sound,” he said, accepting the towel she offered. He dragged it over his hair and chest, wiping sweat from his collarbones to the line of his ribs, as if unaware of what he looked like doing it.

“I’ll—” she gestured vaguely toward the fridge. “I’ll make something for dinner.”

“Good,” he said, and rinsed his hands at the sink. “The power company was on the street earlier. Looks like a storm coming. Might get interesting tonight.”

She gripped the counter. “I don’t like storms.”

“You don’t have to,” he said gently. “You only have to be in them.”

“Infuriating,” she murmured before she could stop herself.

He smiled like she’d gifted him something sweet. “I’ll earn a worse word later.”

She didn’t answer. She couldn’t quite breathe.

—
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By the time the storm rolled in, the sky had the sallow stretch of a bruise. Wind worried the maple; thunder stitched across the distance and drew closer. Claire lit candles on the mantel because habit demanded it, then lit two more because she wanted the light like a shield.

Dinner lingered. He told stories she couldn’t tell if they were true, or maybe they were only true in the parts that mattered: a town with one stoplight, a winter he worked roofs until his hands couldn’t feel the nails, a woman at a bus station who pressed her last half-sandwich into his palm and told him not to waste it on being sad. He spoke simply, not self-pitying. It was the first time he offered her anything that resembled a history, and she took it without interrupting.

“Why did you come here?” she asked at last, meaning the house, the town, the doorway where she’d first found him.

“I told you,” he said. “Potential.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one that fits,” he said. His eyes were steady on hers. “You opened your door.”

Lightning forked, white and immediate; the house flinched. The lights died and took the refrigerator’s hum with them. Silence fell like a held breath. Then the rain arrived, abrupt and hard, clapping against the windows.

“Oh,” she said, the small sound unguarded.

“It’s okay.” He rose without haste, found the lighter on the counter by memory, and breathed flame to wicks until the room wore a low, golden glow. “See? Not so bad.”

She swallowed. The candlelight sat soft on his shoulders, gilded the curve of his throat. “You’re very calm.”

“Are you scared?”

“I don’t like not being able to see,” she said. “I don’t like the feeling that the house is listening.”

“It is,” he said. “But only to you.”

Thunder pressed the walls. She shivered and hated herself for it.

“Come,” he said, and led her to the sofa with a hand at the small of her back—innocent, maddening, inevitable. They sat closer than she’d intended, knees brushing. He draped the throw over both of them without asking, and when she didn’t object, his hand stayed resting, heavy and warm, where the blanket tucked along her hip.

“What do you want?” he asked into the quiet between strikes of thunder.

She tipped her head back against the sofa. “This again.”

“Always,” he said. “Until you learn to answer.”

She watched the candle flame sway. “A life that doesn’t scare me.”

“Specifics.”

She heard herself say it before she had time to dress it into something safer. “To be touched because someone can’t help themselves.” Her cheeks burned. “To be kissed like it matters.”

“Good,” he said, and she knew he meant the confession, not the content. He shifted, turning toward her, his knee angling closer to hers beneath the blanket. The thunder rolled. The house listened.

“And right now?” he asked, voice lower.

“Right now I want—” She stopped, breath shallow. “I want the noise to be about something I chose.”

He slid his hand under the blanket to her knee. The weight of it was anchoring, terrifying. “Look at me.”

She did.

He didn’t move in a hurry. He gave her time—too much, not enough. His palm traveled up, slow, to the outside of her thigh. The pressure was measured, deliberate. When he reached her hip, he didn’t go further; he waited, gaze on her mouth, the shape of a question in the air.

She was the one who closed the last inches.

The kiss was not polite. It had been waiting too long for that. His mouth found hers and learned it; hers opened on a soft, startled sound that felt like a door finally swinging on oiled hinges. He tasted like wine and rain and a promise. His hand tightened on her hip; her fingers went to his hair, greedy with a need she hadn’t known she was allowed to have.

“Say it,” he murmured against her mouth.

“What?”

“That you want,” he said. His lips grazed the corner of hers. “Say it.”

“I want,” she said, and heard how it sounded—raw, unscripted, truer than anything she’d given him at the table.

He made a sound she felt in her bones. The kiss deepened, went darker. He drew her closer, until her body slotted against his and the line of his thigh fit between hers under the blanket. The pressure pulled a small, involuntary gasp from her; heat gathered low and insistent, sending quick shocks up her spine.

He lifted his head just enough to see her face. “Okay?”

“Yes,” she said, desperate for it not to sound like a plea. “Yes.”

He kissed her again—longer, hungrier—and his hand slid beneath the hem of her blouse, palm flattening over the warm skin of her waist. The candlelight licked over his bare shoulders as he shifted to brace himself, and the brush of his thumb along her ribs made her shiver.

“You’re shaking,” he said softly.

“You keep telling me that,” she breathed. “As if I don’t notice.”

“It matters,” he said. “It means your body remembered how to speak.”

“Then listen,” she said, surprising herself with the boldness of it, and pulled him back to her.

They lost time. The storm beat the windowpanes and the house did what houses do—it held. The kiss broke and found again; his mouth moved to her jaw, the hollow beneath her ear; her hands explored his shoulders, his back, the long muscles that shifted when he shifted. When his fingers splayed across the side of her breast over the thin fabric of her blouse, she arched before she could stop herself, a soft sound catching in her throat. He swallowed it with his mouth as if it were something he needed.

“Tell me to stop,” he said into her hair.

“Don’t,” she whispered, and then again, firmer. “Don’t.”

His hand curved around her, learning the shape of her through cloth, reverent and assured. She moved against him without thinking, the steady press of his thigh answering a hunger she’d told herself belonged to someone younger, someone else. The rhythm found her; she found it back, hips shifting, breath breaking. She made a sound and heard it with shock—herself, unhidden.

Lightning flared. For a heartbeat he was all candle-gold and rain-slicked shadow, the kind of sight that imprinted. He rested his forehead against hers, breath rough. “Claire.”

She didn’t know a single safe thing to say, so she said the dangerous one. “Please.”

He froze—not pulling away, not leaning in, the kind of stillness that means decision. His thumb stroked once along her side, slow as a vow. Then he kissed her—gentle, decisive—and eased back just enough that the blanket fell into the space between their bodies.

Her body protested the loss like air going thin.

“Not yet,” he said.

She tried for anger and only found want. “You’re cruel.”

“I’m careful,” he said, and it didn’t sound like apology. It sounded like a promise shaped to fit inside restraint. “Next time won’t stop here.”

The storm answered for her, rattling the windows like someone at the door. She swallowed hard and reached for him again, her hand on his jaw. “You are insufferable.”

“You’re breathing,” he said, smiling against her fingers. “You weren’t this morning.”
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