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        Wheresoever she was, there was Eden.

        — Mark Twain, Eve's Diary
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      They say it ends how it starts. The truth is, it starts with silence. Not peace. Not stillness. That would be too kind. No—this is the kind of silence that makes you remember what you’d rather forget. The kind that waits. The kind you only hear after you’ve been screaming long enough for your throat to give out.

      I don’t remember when I stopped yelling. Just that it didn’t help.

      No one came.

      No one’s coming.

      It’s not like I didn’t know better. Sound is a resource. You don’t spend it unless you’re sure of the return.

      The chair creaks when I shift, and for a second, I think—maybe this is it. Maybe something will give. It doesn’t. She’s too good for that.

      Even the knots are clean. Looped low, pulled tight. Nowhere to wriggle without consequence. I recognize the work. I just didn’t expect to be on the receiving end.

      “I hate to suggest this,” I say. “But you might be overreacting.”

      My voice surprises me. Mostly because of the resignation in it. Like this is a conversation that was always scheduled.

      She doesn’t respond, and I realize her silence isn’t avoidance. It’s a choice.

      “What you’re doing there,” I try again. “It’s inefficient.”

      This gets her attention. She wants to be angry. Instead, she’s curious. Curiosity is always the tell. It’s the crack that lets everything else in.

      Probably, it’s what started all of this.

      But I’m getting ahead of myself.

      Time is tricky like that.

      Thirty seconds ago—or an hour, or a lifetime—I wasn’t here. I was fine. Unbound. Thinking about something ordinary enough that it doesn’t feel worth remembering now.

      And somewhere in between, I pissed myself. Now the stain’s dry—just another thing I don’t get to undo.

      She hasn’t commented. I don’t think she will. Which would be fine if it were mercy. It’s not. It’s indifference.

      That’s worse.

      The silence between us stretches. There’s no concern. No disgust. No interest at all. Nothing to push against. Just the quiet of a decision already made.

      My tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth. I think about water. The way cold feels going down when you don’t realize how thirsty you are until it’s already there. I imagine the relief and then hate myself for how badly I want something that small.

      I look up.

      “I’m guessing you practiced this,” I say. “But if you didn’t⁠—”

      Her eyes cut like a knife. It’s a beautiful warning and something in my chest locks down.

      I stop speaking.

      That cost me something. I don’t know what yet, but I feel it go.

      She’s not the type who needs to gloat. Doesn’t monologue. Doesn’t posture. She just watches. Like a woman taking notes. Like this isn’t the main event—just the prep.

      I don’t know which offense earned my position in this chair. But I have a few guesses.

      Judging by her mood, she’s thought this through. Or at least as much as a person like her can do. It’s not rage I see when I look at her. More like I’m the last problem on a list she’s finally getting around to solving.

      She walks over to the chair and stops close enough that I can feel the shift in the air. I don’t look up right away. Eye contact is another resource. People think it gives them power. It mostly gives things away.

      There’s a question forming somewhere behind my teeth. It doesn’t make it out. Questions assume options. I don’t have any.

      A drawer opens behind me. The sound is casual. Mechanical. I want to turn, but I don’t. I’ve seen what happens when you move before you’re told.

      She may be ignoring me, but I know she’s got a lot to say. I feel it—like pressure in a wound.

      Something thuds onto the table. Metal against wood.

      I brace without meaning to. A hitch of breath. She clocks it.

      I close my eyes and think about how all this started.

      Play with fire, get burned.

      And that’s when she speaks.

      Just three words.

      Low. Measured. Calm.

      “Let’s start from the beginning.”
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      She arrives on a Wednesday, which already tells me she is the kind of woman who thinks she can outmaneuver a bad week by starting in the middle of it.

      Wednesday is denial in calendar form.

      She pulls up in an SUV that is too shiny for the gravel drive, trailer hitched behind it like a reluctant afterthought. She sits there for a second with the engine running, fingers still wrapped around the wheel, like she is negotiating with God, or herself, or the ghost of whoever left her that wreck of a house.

      She cuts the engine, gets out, slams the door harder than she means to, and stands there looking at the house.

      Our house.

      She doesn’t know it yet, but that’s what it is.

      Someday she’ll look over and ask me when I knew. And I’ll say probably always.

      The house squats at a dead end like it was built last out of spite. Faded clapboard, porch sagging at one corner, roof doing that subtle bow that means the beams are remembering they are mortal. One gutter hangs like a loose tooth. The front door sticks on damp days. This day isn’t damp. The door still sticks.

      She shifts her weight, shoe scuffing gravel, and I can see it from where I am standing across the road, pretending to adjust something that doesn’t need adjusting in the back of my truck. She is cataloging damage, measuring it against her energy, her money, her tolerance.

      She is thinking: What the hell have I done?

      She isn’t thinking about me. No one ever does at first. That’s the advantage.

      Mrs. Mather’s lace curtain on her left flutters. By now, she’s already made the call—to her sister, her bridge partner, whoever still listens. Word travels faster than traffic out here. There’s a new woman moving in at the end of the lane. Out-of-state plates. No ring. No dog. No man helping with boxes.

      Across the road, the woman flexes her fingers, hesitates—surveys her surroundings with a blank stare.

      To Mrs. Mather, that’s all it takes. Someone who moves out here alone, with nothing but fancy luggage and something to prove, is rarely just passing through.

      This woman isn’t just a new neighbor. She’s a problem. Her, with her notions of a fresh start, a new life.

      We’ve all seen this before.

      She’s the type who thinks hard work means painting a few walls.

      And she has no idea what this place does to people who show up unprepared.
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      The house doesn’t look that bad at first.

      Which is probably how they get you.

      From the road, it has charm. Character. One of those facades that would photograph well—if you framed it right and cropped out the corners. The porch leans a little. The paint’s tired. But everything is fixable. That’s what I tell myself, anyway.

      One problem at a time.

      So the listing photos were lies? Well, maybe not lies, exactly—just taken during a more flattering decade. From a better angle. With better light. Regardless, the house has potential. So it leans rustic? It’s romantic.

      And God knows we need that.

      I kill the engine and sit for a minute. Clearly, there’s a lot to learn: about old houses, about living in the middle of nowhere, but I’m up for the challenge. And on the bright side, I’ve got time. Nothing but time, in fact. Sure, there’s a lot to do. But I don’t have to rush it. That’s what everyone says, isn’t it? Take your time. Do it right. I’ve never done this before. I mean, who has?

      I don’t realize I’m white-knuckling the steering wheel until my phone pings, a reminder to check the app. He’s still there. Still asleep. Or pretending to be. Either way, he’s quiet.

      That’s something.

      I glance back at the house, do the calculations in my head. Take a deep breath. Realize I probably should have thought this through.

      The porch has a step missing—third one from the bottom. I noticed it when I toured the place online, but in person it looks worse. Not ideal. But it’s fine. Everything’s fine. I’ve handled more complex problems than wood rot.

      One of them is asleep in the back. More of a work in progress, but still.

      The plan is simple: Give it time. Give it space. Give us a real shot.

      I get out, slam the door, immediately regret slamming the door. The sound carries in a place like this. Everything does. Noise doesn’t disappear the way it does in the city. It hovers. It clings.

      I look up at the house.

      “It’s not forever,” I say out loud.

      A bird lifts from the roofline like it heard me. I take that as a sign.

      Across the road, there’s a man fixing something at the edge of a property. Fence post. Mailbox. Something in the dirt. I can’t really see his face, just the shape of him: lean, efficient, deliberate. Work boots, tool belt, the posture of someone who hasn’t rushed in a long time. The kind of man who gets things done. Probably knows about steps.

      He doesn’t look up. Which means he already saw me.

      I adjust my sunglasses, shove my phone in my pocket, and take a few steps toward the porch.

      The first step creaks. The second almost gives.

      I catch myself, swear under my breath, and look around—just in time to catch the flick of a curtain across the street.

      Excellent.

      Witnesses.

      My foot slips, ankle twists, the world goes sideways—and I hit the bottom stair hard enough to knock the wind out of me.

      “Fuck,” I hiss, cradling my leg.

      Somewhere across the road, there’s movement.

      I wait a few seconds. No blood. Probably a sprain. I can handle a sprain.

      Still, I’m going to need help.

      At least with the stairs.

      Of course I didn’t drive for seven hours with a human secret in the trailer just to be stopped by a few broken steps.

      I brush the dirt off my pants.

      “Not today,” I swear under my breath.

      The man from across the road says, “Careful.”

      And that’s how it starts.
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      She tugs her jacket tighter around her even though it isn’t cold. Protective gesture. She isn’t used to people seeing her without at least one layer of armor.

      She walks up to the porch steps and tests the first one with her toe like she is fully prepared for it to collapse and take her with it. It holds. The second complains. The third is missing. The fourth—the top one—is the traitor; the board is cracked under the left edge. I know that because I fixed it once, badly, for someone who didn’t listen.

      She doesn’t listen either. Not yet.

      She trips, cradles her leg. Then dusts herself off and climbs, hesitates at the door. The lock is an old brass thing with no respect for itself. She jams the key in, twists, shoulders the door. It sticks. It always does. She tries again, harder, like every woman who has ever tried to muscle her way through something that wasn’t built for her.

      The door groans and stays put. She swears under her breath. I can’t hear the word, but I see the shape of it in the way her mouth moves. It is a good mouth. Not meant for this town.

      She pulls back, readying herself for a third try. Definition of insanity and all that.

      That’s when I move.

      “Careful,” I say.

      She freezes. Not the full prey-animal freeze—more like a deer that knows it heard something but hasn’t decided if it is a hunter or just the wind being dramatic. She turns, hand braced on the doorframe, eyes focused a fraction over my shoulder before they find my face.

      There it is.

      The first look.

      She sees a man—mid-thirties, maybe. Hard to tell with calluses and sun. Faded work shirt, jeans that know more about this house than she does, boots that actually belong on gravel. A day’s worth of stubble I haven’t gotten around to shaving.

      What she doesn’t see is history. Which is the way I want it.

      “You’re going to hurt your shoulder,” I say, nodding at the door. “If you hit it like that.”

      She huffs, defensive. “I wasn’t⁠—”

      “You were,” I say. “Third try is where people tear something.”

      She bristles at that. She doesn’t like being told what she is about to do. Control issues. Join the club.

      “And what do you suggest?”

      She tries to sound like she isn’t tired enough to cry if the door doesn’t open. She almost pulls it off.

      “Here,” I say. “Step aside.”

      She hesitates—good sign. Fear and common sense share a closet. Then she steps back, off the top step, to the side. She watches me like she is waiting to see if I will do something wrong, which is fair.

      Statistically, I will.
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      He nods at the door. “Step aside.”

      There’s a beat where I think about refusing, just on principle. But my shoulder already aches, and I know how this goes: if I say no, I’m the difficult one. If I say yes, I owe him a thank-you smile and another line in the invisible tab men keep.

      Still, I step back. One foot off the top step. I keep my eyes on him, cataloging what to report if this ends badly. Face. Voice. Shape. People say that all the time—just in case.

      It doesn’t help.

      He doesn’t move like a threat. He moves like a solution.

      I’m trying to decide which bothers me more when it happens.

      A sound. Faint. Muffled. But sharp enough to make my stomach flip.

      Metal shifting. Something dragging. A thump from the trailer.

      It could be my furniture rearranging itself. It could be an animal. Could be anything.

      Except it isn’t.

      His head tilts slightly. Not enough to raise alarm—but enough to register it.

      “I’m a terrible packer,” I say too quickly. “Just sort of threw everything in there. There’s really no telling what I’m going to find when I open those doors.”

      He glances toward the trailer hitched to my SUV.

      Doesn’t press. Doesn’t ask. Just nods and turns back to the door.

      I exhale—quiet, controlled. The kind of breath you take when your whole plan is soaked in gasoline and someone’s holding a match.

      He didn’t hear him. Not really. Just a faint knock—loud enough to notice and quiet enough to ignore. That’s manageable. For now.

      It wasn’t supposed to start like this.

      None of this was.

      There was no grand scheme. No checklist. No gloves.

      Just a fight in a hallway—his bag half-packed, his face unreadable as he told me I wasn’t the kind of woman you marry.

      Too ambitious. Too independent. Too much.

      “You’re already married—to your career,” he said, like it was reasonable. Like it wasn’t a blade.

      I nodded. Smiled. Said I understood.

      Then I left the building with more than I came in with.

      It wasn’t kidnapping—not at first.

      It was a conversation. Then a compromise. Then a drive.

      And now it’s…this.

      A new key. A tilted porch. A house that looks like it’s rooting for me—just not very hard. Like it knows what I’ve done.

      The truth is, I know time will fix us.

      If we can just get quiet enough, still enough, he’ll remember.

      He’ll remember I’m capable of softness.

      He’ll remember what it feels like to want me.

      And when he does—he’ll thank me.

      But I don’t think he remembers anything right now. Not with the duct tape.

      Obviously, the man at my door doesn’t know any of this.

      He sees a woman with too much baggage and not enough help.

      And maybe he’s right.

      He just doesn’t realize most of it is breathing.

      He clears his throat and reaches for the knob.

      And I hand him the key—before anything else can give me away.

      Better to get this over with. He needs to go.

      I already have one man locked up.

      I’m not looking for a second.
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      I take the key from her hand. Warm. Slight tremor in her fingers. Adrenaline, caffeine, or trauma—it is hard to say from one touch. The key goes in. Instead of ramming the door, I lean my shoulder into the frame, turn the knob all the way, and lift as I push.

      The door releases and swings inward like it has never been the problem.

      She exhales, a quiet, embarrassed huff.

      “Of course.”

      “House settles on this side,” I say. “She’s crooked. Needs new supports.”

      Her brow lifts. “She?”

      “Any structure that holds that much weight and keeps standing,” I say, handing the key back, “earns the pronoun.”

      She almost smiles. There is the ghost of it—quick as a shadow—before she wrestles it down. She doesn’t want to show too much too soon. She thinks I deserve the cautious version of her.

      She looks past me into the entryway. The air smells of stale drywall dust and old carpet glue, tinged with something sour that doesn’t quite commit to mold.

      “Smells like a frat house died in here.”

      “Frat houses don’t die,” I say. “They metastasize.”

      That gets her. She smiles—for real this time. She wasn’t expecting me to be funny. People rarely do. It is one of the last luxuries left: not being what people have already decided you are.

      “I’m Luke,” I say, trying to get a head start on the gossip or her assumptions. Probably both.

      She tucks a piece of hair behind her ear, studying me.

      “You the neighborhood welcoming committee, Luke?”

      “No,” I say. “Just the guy who knows the door. I’ve done work here before.”

      That lands. Her shoulders tighten a fraction.

      “For the previous owner?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You know what happened to her?”

      She’s heard the story. Of course she has. Real estate agents lie about square footage, not about corpses. She asks like she already half thinks I’m responsible, but doesn’t know she is thinking it yet.

      “She moved,” I say.

      It isn’t untrue. People move into the ground all the time.

      She gives me a look that says she isn’t sure if I am being evasive or cryptic on purpose, and I like that about her. She doesn’t let things go just because it would be easier.

      “Right,” she says slowly. “Well. I’m⁠—”

      “Marin,” I say.

      Her brows raise. “Do we know each other?”

      “Not yet. But Mrs. Mather does a whole dossier whenever someone new moves to town. Circulates it like a church bulletin. She’s very worried you’re from California.”

      “I’m not.”

      “She’ll be disappointed.”

      She huffs a laugh she doesn’t mean to. The tension in her shoulders drops half an inch. She glances at Mrs. Mather’s window, where the lace curtain flutters, then abruptly stills.

      “Let me guess,” she says. “She’s making a list of my sins already.”

      “Not yet,” I say. “She needs you to bake something for a potluck first. Makes it easier to be self-righteous if you’ve had someone’s brownies.”

      She shifts her weight and I can see her right ankle is bothering her.

      “You live around here?”

      “Not far,” I say.

      She glances toward the truck—battered, ladder strapped to the rack, toolbox wedged behind the cab. “Handyman?”

      There it is. The word that’s going to stick—whether she wants it to or not.

      “Something like that.”

      She looks almost disappointed. “Huh.”

      “I fix what people ignore—until it becomes a problem.”

      She looks back at the house—the sagging porch, the crooked gutter, the cracked step she almost trusts.

      “Then you’ll be busy. Seems like everything got ignored.”

      “Not everything,” I say, before I can stop myself.

      She doesn’t catch it. Or pretends not to. She plants her hands on her hips and surveys the battlefield.

      “Do you have a card?”

      I don’t. Cards are for men who need the work. I write my number on the back of a hardware store receipt and hand it to her.

      She takes it, thumb brushing over the ink like she is testing it.

      “Rates?”

      “Depends what you want,” I say.

      She glances up sharply. I realize how that sounds. Social filters aren’t my strong suit.

      “Depends on the job,” I correct. “I’m fair.”

      “You decide what’s fair?”

      “No,” I say. “The work does.”
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      “The work decides what’s fair.”

      I almost laugh.

      Men like him always think fairness is a natural law. As if labor equals virtue. As if the world’s ever paid out based on effort instead of optics. But I don’t argue. I just fold the receipt, slide it into my pocket like it’s something I asked for, and pretend this exchange hasn’t already taken too long.

      That’s when it happens. Again.

      Behind me, something shifts.

      It’s small, but not nothing. A scrape. A dull knock. Weight moving where it shouldn’t.

      It lands like a pinprick at the base of my spine. But I don’t turn around.

      He glances toward the trailer.

      I shift my weight to block his line of sight, then shimmy out of my jacket. Luke’s attention is already drifting back to the porch, to the rot, to the work, to me shrugging off my top layer of clothing. Men like him need something tangible to stare at or they start asking questions.

      “Unpacking that mess is going to be a nightmare. Should have listened to my mother and just hired someone…”

      He considers that. Shrugs. Doesn’t argue.

      Good. I don’t need him curious.

      What he doesn’t know is I’m excellent at logistics. I always have been. I run the kind of chaos that would break most people—actors with god complexes, agents with vendettas, clients who need constant handling to stay upright.

      And I make it work.

      Or I suppose I did.

      Until it stopped working for me.

      Charles told me I wasn’t wife material on a Tuesday. Calm voice. Soft hands. Like he was explaining weather patterns.

      “Your job already has your loyalty,” he said. “It’s not a bad thing. It’s just…not what I want.”

      So I did what I always do when someone gives me data. I evaluated it.

      Maybe he was right. Maybe I was too dispersed. Too reactive. Too everywhere. So I did what any rational person would do—I narrowed the focus.

      At work, I pitched a restructure. It wasn’t a tantrum. Or a meltdown, as some have put it. It was a clean proposal. Smaller roster. Fewer clients. Better margins. Less noise.

      I suggested we be more intentional. Strategic, which was a word my male counterparts always seemed to love.

      They stared at me like I’d suggested we burn the building down.

      Then HR got involved. Then my boss suggested I take a “leave.” Then they fired me and pretended it was mutual.

      Which told me everything I needed to know.

      People don’t like it when you stop performing the version of yourself they benefit from.

      So I took my client list. Another thing on a long list I still have to sort out—winning them over, that is—and I skipped town. I bought a house. Not a compromise house. A project. Something big enough to prove a point.

      If I can manage actors, agents, contracts, egos, and crisis calls at three in the morning—I can manage a man. And a house. And a reset.

      Distance and time fixes things. Everyone knows that. You just have to commit to it. And I am. Out here, where people don’t notice what you’re unloading. Where you can park a trailer in your own damn yard and no one asks what’s inside.

      Of course, Charles didn’t want to come.

      That’s why I didn’t ask.

      He’s here. And I’m making it work.

      And now I’ve got a man on the porch with too much time and a good set of ears, standing between me and the rest of the day.

      “You’ve been helpful,” I say, with the kind of finality that should send him moving. I even smile. It’s not real, but it passes inspection. “I appreciate that.”

      He gives me that slow nod again, like he’s trying to read something behind my face.

      There’s nothing there.

      Just a woman who needs to shut the door.

      “But I’ll let you get back to your work,” I add, before he finds another reason to stay. “Thanks, again.”

      I try to close the door, not hard enough to slam but firm enough to end the conversation.

      He’s served his purpose.

      The door doesn’t close.

      He has one boot angled forward, catching just enough of the threshold to keep it open.

      I look at him. He’s not done.

      Of course he’s not.
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      She watches me for a beat too long. This is usually where people tilt away—decide I am a little off, a little too intense, a little too much.

      “I’ll call you,” she says. “Once I figure out what I’m doing.”

      She won’t. Not at first. She’s the type who thinks she has to prove she can do it alone before she admits she can’t.

      “That porch step needs to be replaced,” I say. “Before you fall through it. The front door probably won’t lock properly; it needs a bit of work. And there’s a soft spot under the kitchen sink that’ll turn into rot if you ignore it. Start there.”

      She narrows her eyes.

      “You can tell all that from one look?”

      “I’ve seen things collapse before,” I say. “Gets easier to recognize the signs.”

      She swallows and it’s obvious she is thinking about her old life, about whatever she left behind in that other state with the other house and the other version of herself.

      She nods once. Abrupt.

      “Okay. I’ll…call. Maybe.”

      “You will,” I say.

      She bristles.

      “You sound sure.”

      “I am. This house is bigger than you are. It’ll win if you let it. But it doesn’t have to.”

      She looks past me, out toward the road. There’s not much to see—just scrub grass, a narrow turnoff, and the long stretch back to town. Houses aren’t packed in out here. They sit on their own plots, far enough apart to call it privacy.

      But that’s not what she’s thinking. She’s concerned for her safety. She’s clocked the boot in her door, my refusal to take no for an answer. Which is exactly what I want. I want her mind to travel to all the places she’d rather it didn’t go.

      Life way out here won’t be what she’s used to. There are no lawns manicured into submission. Just patches of effort—some mowed, some not. Mailboxes lean slightly, painted or not, depending. But even here, there are rules. You learn them fast.

      How far to stand back. What not to ask.

      How to blend without looking like you tried.

      “I didn’t come here to lose,” she says quietly.

      “I know,” I say—and I do—because no one moves to a place like this unless they are trying to prove something.

      She gives me one last look, like she is memorizing me in case she needs to describe me to a cop later. Smart.

      “Well, I’ve got work to do,” she says. “I’ll catch you later.”

      Then she turns and walks deeper into the house I just opened for her, like it is nothing. Like I might follow her and she doesn’t care either way, even though she should.

      This time the door doesn’t stick. I catch it before it can slam into her heel.

      “Marin,” I say. She glances back, hair falling into her face.

      “Change the locks as soon as you can. And I wouldn’t let anyone in.”

      “Anyone?” she asks.

      “Anyone,” I say. “This town likes to introduce itself when you’re not ready.”

      “Maybe I like that,” she says, defiant.

      “You don’t,” I say. “Not really.”

      She doesn’t argue. That matters. She just nods once, files it away under Things to Decide Later, and disappears down the hallway, footsteps echoing on hollow floors.

      I pull the door shut behind me. Feel it catch. Seal. Hold.

      For a second, I stand there on the porch of the house that took one woman and spat her out a rumor, and I let myself picture it the way it will be when this one’s finished with it—boards straight, roof solid, interior lit warm in the evenings like a heartbeat behind ribs.

      A place that looks like safety, though its history says otherwise.

      Across the street, Mrs. Mather’s curtain twitches. She’s three phone calls deep, sending Marin’s arrival into the bloodstream that keeps this town alive. There will be talk. At the post office. Around town. Especially at Wednesday night service. They will say her name wrong.

      They will get her story half-right.

      They will tell her not to call me.

      It won’t matter.

      I step off the porch, feeling the give under the cracked board she hasn’t fallen through yet, and walk back to my truck.

      She is here now. That is the only part that matters.

      Houses I can fix.

      People are harder.

      But I’ve got time.
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