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            Outside Jackson, Wyoming

         

         This was the house that would change their fortunes. They could feel it. Cole had barely steered his pickup off the highway and passed through an open cattle-gate before they began climbing the dusty canyon road north, and they could feel it—money—like a vibration in the crisp mountain air. It was humming out there, an expectancy, a promise, and they were driving toward it, cotton-mouthed, skin crawling. They could practically see it on the wind pushing the late-summer leaves, swaying the yellowing meadow grasses, smiling down upon the dappled river water below. The whole world here looked like money. Money just waiting to be plucked up off the ground—the leaves like greenbacks, the shimmer of the water like silver coins.

         They needed this house, this break; they needed this work. Work for what sounded like as much as a year, maybe more. And not the thankless, backbreaking tedium they’d been reduced to for the past few years either. No, this was something to build a reputation on, a name, something to stake a man for decades. The kind of signature house a person could point to and proudly say, I built that—me. I built that. The kind of house that, thirty years from now, when they were all broken-down old men, they could travel to with their grandchildren and be welcomed, like masters of some dying art.

         Bart rode in the passenger seat, blinking down at the chasm that had now fallen away just an arm’s length from the gravel road. Not even a mile off the highway and already the country was wild, wild, wild. Below the road snaked a river raging white and blue, cataracts tumbling, and above them, off the low mountainsides, wispy waterfalls spilled down like great lengths of silver-white hair.

         A prominent dip of chew bumped out Bart’s lower lip, and by and by he spit into an empty Coca-Cola can. “I lived here almost twenty years, and I ain’t ever been down this road,” he said, peering over at Cole, who took the gravel track with white-knuckled respect. A blown-out tire wouldn’t just be a pain in the ass out here; it would put them behind schedule for their noon meeting with the homeowner. “You ever been back here, Cole?”

         Cole shook his head no, fixing Bart with a meaningful look for as long as he dared before turning back to the road ahead of them. This is big, pristine, private country, the look communicated. You and me, we don’t just get invited back here.

         “She told me she had a driveway punched in last summer,” Cole said. “Another two miles or so off this road.” He pointed an index finger up into the mountains. “Somewhere up in there, I’m guessing.”

         “You imagine the kind of bread they’re spending?” Teddy put in from the backseat of the extended cab. “I mean, a two-mile driveway? Up here? That’s an Army Corps–type operation.”

         “All that goddamn California money’s, what it is,” said Bart. “Hell, that state’s filling up. Cheaper for them to come out here and plop a house down on a mountaintop than it is to buy a nice two-bedroom in San Diego or Los Angeles. Cheaper to build a house in the clouds. Lunacy, you ask me.”

         It had been an unseasonably warm spring and summer in western Wyoming, and now the mountain air was sweet with sage, the late August sky overhead deliriously blue and gauzed in cottony clouds. In the backseat Teddy studied a gazetteer, biting his lower lip and running his fingers over the map. Bart hung an arm out the passenger-side window as the truck began to pull away from the canyonside. Soon they passed through a glade of trees and he reached out for the branch of a lodge pine, managing to snap off a handful of needles. Now the cab of the truck was filled with that smell, comingling with his Copenhagen chew—pine and mint and tobacco.

         All three men were dressed just a bit more presentably than usual—unstained, newish Carhartt pants, plaid short-sleeve shirts with collars, scuffed work boots buffed up near to a shine. Cole glanced at himself in the rearview, tamping down his brown crew cut with his fingers and studying his newly shaved face—the razor burn beneath his jaw, his recently whitened teeth. Bart went to work with his pocketknife, cleaning beneath his fingernails, while Teddy sighed deeply and drummed his hands against his thighs.

         Buzzed down practically to his scalp, Teddy’s blond hair betrayed a constellation of blotchy pink-purple birthmarks that Bart occasionally pointed to as proof positive he’d been born with a host of defects—a subpar IQ, a troublingly true moral compass, and a peculiarly deep pride in his wife of twenty years and the four young daughters they had brought into the world. Teddy was Mormon; Bart had once played drums in a death-metal band named Bloody Show. They loved each other like brothers; had ever since their childhood growing up together with Cole in the red-rock, box canyon country of eastern Utah, and then, later, as adults, moving out to Jackson Hole and this mountainous country, first as ski bums chasing near-endless winters of deep powder, tourist girls, and the intoxication of brushing shoulders with celebrities at the town’s bars and cafés, and then later still, as men wanting to prove themselves in that same environment, tired of being seen as just townies, the blank-faced ski-lift operators you forgot as soon as you were swept away and up the mountain, the compliant bartender perfectly willing to suffer yet another drunken insult if it meant a ten-dollar tip.

         Which was why, a few years back, the three men formed True Triangle Construction, an honest-to-god LLC with business cards, letterhead—the whole nine yards. They bought three matching Ford F-150 pickup trucks, fixing a stenciled triangle on the middle of both doors, and for the first time in their lives felt perhaps what their own fathers had felt: purposeful. Yes, they would build houses and condos for the rich vacationers and tourists, sure, but more than that, they’d be building their own company, a legacy, something to leave behind when they could no longer swing a hammer or crawl onto another 11/ 12 pitched roof. Hell, by then, they’d have a suite of offices, a secretary or three, business lunches downtown, big cowboy hats, and the lean, sun-browned visage of the kind of old men you’d see about town, that particular style and gravitas endemic to old American men of the Rocky Mountains—stern, sinewy, taciturn. Solid as Sears, as their fathers once said.

         Bumping upward along that gravel road, Cole pictured himself far off and into the future: Friday night at a comfortably appointed restaurant, the bloody remnants of a prime rib and baked potato on a plate, his elegantly aged wife across the table from him, a cup of strong black coffee, a forkful of chocolaty dessert, and then, that relaxation that passes over a contented man able to pay for his meal from a wad of pocket-cash before pushing back from a white-linen tabletop to work a toothpick at the ivories of his teeth.

         “If we get this project …” Bart began.

         “When we get this project,” Cole said, pointing a finger into Bart’s biceps. “When, amigo. We need to believe we were destined to build this house. That it’s been, you know, waiting for us, up there in those mountains. Just waiting for our hands. These fucking hands. We need to believe that.”

         Teddy leaned forward from the backseat until his face was framed by the jostling shoulders of his two friends. A former high school all-conference cornerback, he was susceptible to Hallmark greeting cards, impassioned locker-room speeches, populist politics, and the every whim of his four girls, most recently ballet lessons and a pair of Shetland ponies he and his wife could not quite actually afford.

         “I mean, can you imagine the size of our fee for a project like this?” Cole nearly shouted. “And if we muscle down and don’t farm out a bunch of the work? Shit, man. This is it. This is our launching pad. This is where True Triangle Construction takes off. You can see it, can’t you? Building houses for rich actors and CEOs. It all starts right here.” He slapped the steering wheel for effect.

         Cole had no problem imagining it. He had been imagining it, ever since the homeowner called him a week earlier, out of the blue. The truth was, he hadn’t slept much since, each night doubting himself, doubting his own capabilities; frankly, doubting Teddy and Bart. What business did they have, really? Building some multimillion-dollar house? For the past three years they’d been just scratching by, renovating apartments, ski rentals, the occasional commercial project; a shitload of drywalling, roofing, and siding work; and then the odd new construction here and there—a handful of duplexes and a retail strip mall—​Jesus Christ, how were they possibly prepared for this?

         But he’d met the homeowner just the same, in downtown Jackson, at some place called the Persephone Bakery. The baristas were cute if waifish little things, the bakery cases full of extravagant-looking pastries, the coffee strong and expensive, and he waited for her outside on a small porch with two fancy outdoor propane heaters challenging the morning chill.

         Having worked in construction ever since graduating high school, Cole knew enough to be suspicious of this homeowner—as the customer was always, always referred to: the homeowner—​before even meeting her. For starters, why had she selected True Triangle when there were so many better-established builders in the area? For two: He’d worked on dozens of new home constructions in his time doing this, and while it was more common than not for a woman to take charge of the details of a home (selecting tile, say, or cabinet pulls, light fixtures, paint colors—that kind of thing), Cole hadn’t heard this homeowner once mention a husband. Look, he didn’t fancy himself a Neanderthal or what not; maybe she was a lesbian—great. But she hadn’t alluded to that either. Her voice on the phone was just incredibly composed and businesslike, with none of the small talk other homeowners inevitably engaged in to butter up a contractor. They’d just agreed to meet at the bakery, and there she was, clutching a crisp paper cup of five-dollar coffee in one hand as she extended the other to him. Her grip was strong.

         “Good morning, Mr. McCourt. I hope you haven’t been waiting long.”

         His voice caught—she was one of the most attractive women he’d ever met. He could not have said whether she was forty or sixty years old, but she carried herself with a patrician assurance that only compounded his confusion as to, well, why he was the one she’d asked to meet her here. Her hair was long and chestnut red, streaked flinty gray in places; her eyes an arresting gold-on-green. He steadied himself as he sipped his coffee, briefly looking down at the table. In the treetops overhead, birds went on chirping, while out on the sidewalk, great wealth sashayed past in expensive duds looking extremely refreshed, unhurried, on its way to the next recreational diversion. Focus now, Cole thought.

         “Oh, no,” he said, forcing himself to meet her eyes, “not long, not long at all.” For this woman, he thought, he would wait days.

         She smiled, a bit wistfully, he thought.

         “How many years have you been in business, Mr. McCourt? I must say, I looked for your website, but …”

         “Well, around here, Miss—”

         “Gretchen, please.”

         “Right. Gretchen. Well, around here, so much of it’s just … word of mouth, you know? You do good work, people find you. So, in the three-plus years since we started True Triangle, we haven’t really needed none of that marketing stuff.”

         “Still, you may want to consider branding yourself a bit more, lest a potential customer suppose all you aspire to is, well, framing and drywalling.”

         Branding? he thought. He’d worked on his uncle’s ranch as a teenager, branding and castrating cattle; the sizzle and smell of burnt hair and flesh was nothing he wanted a part of again, least of all his own person.

         “Or maybe that is all you’re interested in, and I’m wasting your time.”

         He gathered himself anew. “Gretchen, all I can tell you is this: My partners and I have been working construction in and around these parts for about twenty years now. We don’t have any fancy offices, and we don’t live on big ranches or take our vacations down in Turks and Caicos or anywhere like that. We’re just three hardworking guys, and if you do decide to hire us, I promise we’ll do right by you, ma’am. I’ll give you my word on that.”

         She sipped her coffee. Cole was aware that beneath the table she was crossing her legs. He studied her face, realizing that the dark bronze freckles arrayed across her nose and cheeks were something he dearly wanted to touch; he imagined himself in bed beside her, in the morning, her earlobe in his mouth, her scent exotic tea and expensive perfume, or perhaps horses and honey, or just cold mountain air.

         Cole and his wife were in the midst of a decidedly conclusive separation, and close, he knew, to officially divorcing. His life had taken on a wobbly quality. Cristina seemed to be living with her new guy, their once shared apartment now sitting largely vacant. He’d begun boxing up some of his possessions in a half-assed sort of way, willfully disbelieving that their separation was actually permanent. He’d been less than forthcoming with his partners about what was going on, though in the back of his mind was the dread that the most sensible thing for him to do was to move in with Bart, a surefire sign that his life was in retrograde.

         “You do give the impression of a man who is trustworthy,” Gretchen said, blowing lightly on her coffee.

         Trustworthy? He sure as hell was. Wasn’t him stepping out of a seven-year marriage. Though, sitting here, so close to Gretchen they might have been lovers out for their morning coffee, he did allow himself a moment to ponder what that might feel like—stepping out.

         “I appreciate that,” he said.

         “And discretion is certainly something I’d value, were I to choose your firm to construct my home.”

         His firm. He briefly imagined the scope of the project. Imagined that website she had just mentioned—the one he hadn’t even thought to commission—and photographs of this house, in that style of glitzy, dream-home pornography where every image seems dipped in some kind of golden dew. And perhaps, in just a few photos, Gretchen standing beside him—the builder—on a panoramic porch, or leaning against a monolithic kitchen island, clutching mugs of chamomile. Let his future ex-wife ruminate on that….

         Cole gently exhaled. “So, uh, tell me a little about your project, Gretchen. Just so I can get a lay of the land.”

         She sipped her coffee. “Well, let’s see. It’s a remote site. Roughly a thousand acres. The house itself is not going to be some gaudy faux-ranch or mega-lodge, so, if that’s your forte, Mr. McCourt, I can save you some time.”

         His heart did snag for a moment before it occurred to him that her notion of gaudy might be quite different from his own. It wasn’t that he endorsed gaudiness—no; it was just that gaudy generally meant expensive, and expensive of course meant a more lucrative builder’s fee.

         “Imagine something akin to the Schindler House, only three-tiered, with even braver lines, and embracing a mountain. Thirty-eight hundred square feet, three-car garage, carbon neutral. Geothermal heating and cooling, solar—both passive and active. A central fireplace crafted from all locally quarried stone. Four bedrooms, three bathrooms. That should give you a basic sense of it.”

         He nodded along with this, though the bit about the Schindler House had gone sailing right over his head; like the Spielberg flick? Still, as she spoke, he began tabulating costs, and against that steadily rising number, multiplied by True Triangle’s ten percent builder’s fee. Okay, so this house might not be some eight-thousand-square-foot monstrosity, but it would certainly carry a price tag in the upper seven-digits, with True Triangle potentially netting around a million, if he, Teddy, and Bart worked their asses off to avoid what subcontracting they could; hell, they could farm the whole thing out and still pocket a bundle.

         “All of that sounds great,” Cole said, nodding. “And so, where’s the building site?”

         “Southeast of town,” she said. “About forty miles, give or take.”

         This bit of information did give him a moment of pause. He’d worked a few jobs fifty, even seventy-five, miles away from town, and he knew that after you factored in travel time and gas and the cost of transporting materials, you could lose thousands if not tens of thousands here and there with botched deliveries, little oversights—even something as benign as Teddy’s girls’ dance recitals…. It all added up. Then, throw in a penny-pinching homeowner, and suddenly your fee wasn’t nearly as substantial as you’d budgeted. But he did not have long to dwell on this line of thought.

         “Mr. McCourt, do you know who I am?”

         He did not, though he’d spent the past week trying his damnedest to find out. Sure, he’d googled her name—Gretchen Connors—but that only yielded hundreds of Gretchen Connorses: a WNBA player, a renowned vegan chef, and a tulip magnate, among scores of less remarkable-seeming individuals. He’d even inquired around town, but to no avail. When he asked Teddy and Bart about this dearth of information, they seemed nonplussed. Every year, more and more out-of-state money poured into their quaint little ski town, more Patagonia-and North Face–wearing strangers. Nike and New Balance had long since replaced cowboy boots, and it had been this way for a while. In fact, the only thing more galling than the loss of any real cowboy culture was the interlopers’ determination to dress up on a Friday night in their best western costumes—some hedge-fund manager with a Brooklyn accent wearing thirteen-hundred-​dollar Ferrini cowboy boots, or a California surfer-girl sporting a five-thousand-dollar fringed leather jacket…. Point being, it wasn’t necessarily a surprise that her name didn’t register.

         “Well, she’s building a house,” Bart had said, “so obviously she ain’t from around here. Who gives a shit, long as her checks cash?”

         “No, ma’am,” Cole allowed, meeting her eyes. “I don’t, actually.”

         “That’s just as well, I suppose. So, are you interested in my project, Mr. McCourt? And, more to the point, is this the kind of home your firm would have the time and expertise to build?”

         “It is, yes, absolutely,” he said. “And we’re definitely interested.”

         “Fine,” she said. “Then why don’t we meet at the site in a week? I’ll shoot you the details soon enough.”

         Rising from the table, she reached down for a large Louis Vuitton handbag. Even Cole recognized that particular logo and design. His soon-to-be ex, Cristina, had bought a knock-off on a long-ago trip to New York.

         “I’ll be speaking to a few other firms in the meantime,” she said, gazing away from him down the street.

         He’d been sitting on a glossy navy-blue folder with True Triangle’s yellow logo on the cover. And this he pulled out now, its thick, shiny stock still warm from his thigh, and handed it to her.

         “Everything’s inside,” he said. “All our references.” Cole suddenly realized, as he stood quickly to offer his hand, that he had hardly even had a chance to pitch his company’s merits. That this could easily be the last time he ever saw this woman.

         “We’ll be in touch,” she said, and he could not help feeling that he’d just been dismissed. Clearly this was a woman accustomed to adjourning meetings. He dearly wished he knew more about her, what her job was, where she lived, where her money came from, and, somehow most importantly, whether she was married, or even a little bit attached.

         “How?” he all but yelped.

         “I’ll contact you with the location of the site,” she said. “Good day, Mr. McCourt.” And with that, she walked a half block down the street before ducking into a black Range Rover and driving off.

         Cole was confident he’d blown it, and it was with an acute sense of defeat that he drove to their current worksite, a nondescript beige two-story condo with severe water damage stemming from an overflowing Jacuzzi. Apparently a bunch of college kids had polished off a case of Daddy’s Veuve Clicquot, partied in the hot tub, and spilled enough water to totally weaken what must have already been a rotten subfloor, because the hot tub eventually crashed through the floor, not only leaving a hole in the first-floor ceiling but destroying everything below. The job would be perhaps two weeks of work if they could drag it out that long, at which point True Triangle Construction would be on to the next thankless gig.

         
             

         

         Cole’s truck continued its labored climb up the mountain. In the distance, perhaps a mile or more away, a plume of dust rose into the immaculate sky like proof of some dry fire.

         “What’s going on up there?” Teddy asked, pointing through the windshield at the column of khaki-colored dust.

         “Looks like some major action is what,” Cole mumbled.

         They plodded forward, scanning the mountainsides and talus slopes for bear, moose, elk, or mountain goats. Down below, in the canyon holding that rugged river, they hadn’t spotted so much as a single fly-fisherman. And along the road, no trailers, no horses, no ATVs—nothing but scree, mountainside, and lodgepole pine.

         Another twelve minutes of jostling and bumping down the road, and they could now see that the dust originated from a road-building crew: a dump truck, an excavator, two long flatbed trailers, two bulldozers, and a Bobcat. Cole pulled over to the side of the road, and the three partners of True Triangle swung out of the truck, stepping down onto the gravel with the swagger of gunfighters approaching a disagreement not yet resolved. Cole had never been able to pinpoint it exactly, but there was a kind of judgment, a kind of feeling out, that inevitably accompanied two groups of workers in the building trades when they encountered each other. The visitors were sure to begin at once evaluating the others’ work, while the latter affected the disposition of entrenched soldiers, their body language all, Yeah, you don’t know the half of it, buddy…. This homeowner … And the fucking weather …

         Luckily, they were able to sidestep all the macho bullshit when Teddy recognized a member of his Mormon temple and they exchanged heartily sincere greetings. The two groups of men eased up now, and the road-building crew climbed down from their machines for pulls off insulated water jugs and maybe a quick cigarette.

         “Now, who the hell are you guys?” an older man asked, looking surprised to have company on such a lonesome road.

         “Cole McCourt. True Triangle Construction,” Cole said, extending his hand.

         They shook, and there was an awkward moment when the older man, who hadn’t bothered to introduce himself, stood sizing up Cole and his partners.

         “Hell of a project,” Cole said to the older man, gesturing up the mountain to the road’s gravel base. “How long you guys been working on this?”

         “Shhhiiittt,” said the man thoughtfully. “Since the spring snows quit, I guess…. May, for sure. Been workin’ like dogs. Seven days a week. She’ll pay overtime and wants it down lickety-split. Never seen nothing like it.”

         “You know anything about her?” Cole pressed.

         The older man raised an eyebrow, pulled on his cigarette. “Well, we call her the Fox,” he said. “For obvious reasons. But, buddy, all I know is that her pockets are deep and her checks always clear. She stays out of our way, mostly, though she’s up there now. You laid eyeballs on the site yet?”

         Cole shook his head.

         “Yeah, well, I’ve worked on some choice projects,” the older man went on, “but I gotta hand it to her. This is gonna be somethin’ special.” He spat into the dust. “What’s your name again?” he asked, removing an old Denver Broncos hat to scratch at his head.

         “McCourt. True Triangle Construction.”

         “Huh,” the older man said. “Never heard of you guys. Well, we better get back to it.” He tipped his cap and climbed into the cab of the dump truck. “Sure we’ll be seein’ you around.”

         Cole, Bart, and Teddy climbed back into the truck and drove on. Another third of a mile down the road, Cole brought it to a stop.

         “What’s the deal?” Teddy asked.

         “I just need a second,” Cole said, closing his eyes. “I didn’t want to, you know, pull in there and not have my shit together.”

         “Sounds like a good time to pray,” Teddy said, shifting back into his seat. “I’m gonna pray for us.”

         “Good,” said Bart, spitting out the window. “I could always use a little extra help.”

         The truck sat idly for two or three minutes before Cole opened his eyes, felt his heartbeat drumming regularly again.

         Bart was staring at him like he was some drooling basket case.

         “Well?”

         “All right, all right, all right,” Cole said. “Here we go.”

         The landscape narrowed, closing in upon them as they ascended. The new road rose up between two nearly sheer cliff-faces that held the midday sun to glow a buttery yellow. Those ridges rose a thousand feet over the road, which was funneled into a sort of  V-shaped canyon, the river still on their right, though tapering, too. Finally, the road terminated at the river, with a large turnaround area shaped like an O. And here was Gretchen’s black Range Rover, now dusted pale brown. An asphalt-paved driveway led from the gravel turnaround across a steel bridge and up to what looked like the skeletal beginnings of a house.

         Climbing out of the truck, they just stood there, stretching their backs, breathing the high-country air, and gazing up at the cliff-faces shining down upon them. Far above, three or four buzzards wheeled on a thermal, and from the crowns of the creek-side pines, a passel of black rosy finches chided them. Cole was confused; she’d said nothing about the house already being under construction.

         “Over here!” a woman’s voice called.

         Turning, they saw Gretchen picking her way up a slope from down below them, where the river roiled.

         Cole walked briskly toward her, extending his arm to guide her up the last few feet of the slope where it steepened. Dressed in expensive yoga pants and a Lycra hoodie, she might have been a model in one of the women’s outdoor catalogs that Cole’s estranged wife received in the mail. Her red hair was pulled back into a ponytail, a light sheen of sweat showing on her brow and in the fine, nearly invisible hairs just above her lip. She dusted off her hands and blew a tangle of long red hair away from her eyes. The men stood there, simply staring at her for a moment before remembering themselves and glancing politely away.

         Now Bart stole a look at Cole, who was clearly crushing on this woman. Clear from the moment he sprang over there and guided her up, like she was a queen. It was unusual to see Cole so excited, Bart thought; he hadn’t been much for talking about the separation, but Bart knew his friend had been ground down by the beginning stages of the divorce, and it had been some time since Bart had seen any lightness in his friend’s step, any real sense of joy, aside from when he was reaching for a well-deserved bottle of frosty-cold beer at the end of a solid day, or on those rare occasions when they shared a joint together. Otherwise, Cole had seemed pretty well hollowed out these past two years, a shell of the man Bart and Teddy had moved here with…. Fucker looks like he’s in love, Bart thought.

         “Well,” she said evenly, “you found it.”

         “Ma’am,” Bart began, “we were all saying on the drive up, we’ve never seen such a gorgeous spot.” Turning his head away from her, he hooked a finger inside his mouth and as casually as possible flicked away his wad of chew.

         Teddy stood staring out past the river, up to where faint wisps of cloud seemed to rise from the base of the mountain. “Is that steam?” he asked.

         She smiled. “Follow me,” she said, and they fell in behind her.

         Just beyond the turnaround the asphalt began, leading to the wide steel bridge that spanned the river. Past the rushing water the asphalt narrowed a bit, and there was the site, already in progress. A three-car tuck-under garage had been built up almost flush against the cliff-face, and above that rose two stories of house supported by I-beam construction, the first of those floors cantilevered out and nearly over what they now saw was a steaming thermal spring. A pool of crystal-clear water appeared to be fed by a seep gushing out of the side of the mountain, eventually overflowing gently into a short creek feeding down into the river below. Deeper than six feet from the looks of it; the natural pool was about half the size of a tennis court.

         “You own this?” Teddy burst out.

         Cole closed his eyes in embarrassment.

         “I do,” Gretchen said. “Isn’t it something?”

         “I mean, I’ve seen some places,” Bart mumbled, worrying the stubble of his jaw, “but this here, this here….”

         She lowered herself to a flat rock adjacent to the springs and looked back toward the valley and the faces of the cliff-sides now shining as if lit by some internal fire.

         “Only you never mentioned nothin’ about the house already bein’ under construction,” Cole said sternly. “Respectfully.”

         “The thing is, gentlemen, I’ve run into a snag,” she said, pointing up at the house. “See, I lost my first contractor.”

         “Well, ma’am, at this point, I’m more than a little confused,” said Cole. “Because if your contractor was local, we’d have known about this project. And if you’d lost a local contractor, we would have definitely heard about that. To say nothing of the fact that the house is already damn well started.” It was true that Cole felt something for this woman, but at the moment he was pissed—he could not deny it—and did not even bother to camouflage the tremble in his voice.

         She nodded quietly, traced a fingertip in the steamy pool.

         “Mr. McCourt,” she began. “I was under the impression that you wanted this job. Now, I really have no interest in dwelling on the past. Suffice it to say that my first contractor and I did not see eye to eye. He and his crew are gone. I am in need of a new contractor. I am under no obligation to further explain myself to you; it is none of your business. Now, if you and your partners aren’t up to the task”—she turned her back to them and exhaled—“then please stop wasting my time.”

         “They must’ve had a reason,” Bart said. “You don’t just up and quit on a project like this.”

         Gretchen sighed.

         “I have a tight schedule to keep,” she continued, “and I simply will not accept anything other than the finest work. Now, I am exacting. And I must insist on a rather tight time frame. I think that … ultimately, my prior contractor simply couldn’t maintain his end of the bargain. And so, we parted ways. I would have thought you might’ve seen his loss as your gain.”

         “Who was your prior contractor?” Bart asked.

         “It really is none of your concern,” Gretchen said, a sharp edge to her voice. “And, gentlemen, any further questions are really fruitless. To preserve the privacy of the site, that contractor and his crew signed nondisclosure agreements. I can assure you they were all well compensated for their work here.”

         The men wordlessly glanced at one another: Teddy shrugged his shoulders, Cole nodded slowly as he tapped a finger against his lips, and Bart simply stared at the house, his arms crossed tight against his chest, his fingers holding his biceps.

         “Somethin’ don’t seem right about this,” he said. “I’ll play ball, but I want to say it for the record.”

         Now Gretchen turned to face the men as her left hand finned through the steam.

         “Look, gentlemen,” she said flatly, shielding her eyes now from the slant of the early-afternoon sun, “the most dangerous work has already been done; all the groundwork has literally been set. The pilings have been poured and by now should be properly cured. The garage and first floor are poured. The I-beams were secured into place by a specialty firm out of Denver. The well and geothermal have all been drilled. The initial electrical work is already in place. What I need is a contractor to take this project across the finish line. I need a contractor with an attention to detail and a desire to work hard. And I’m hoping, Mr. McCourt, that you are the man to do just that.”

         Cole felt Bart’s and Teddy’s eyes on him, and he knew why. They were equal partners, the three of them, and yet here she was talking to him as if he were the foreman…. But hadn’t they all agreed he would be the one to meet with her that first morning? There was nothing to do but to plunge forward.

         “Ma’am, I don’t know what to say…. All this is just, uh, highly unusual. All of it, really, and I’d be lying if I didn’t admit I’m having some cold pricklies.”

         “Cold pricklies?” she asked, frowning.

         “That feeling where the little hairs on your neck pop out,” Teddy offered. “You know. Bad juju.”

         Now Gretchen stood, rolling a pebble between her fingers. “Nonsense,” she snapped. “I have built houses before, gentlemen. I know what I am doing. I had no choice in the matter, I can assure you. To finish this house on time, I needed a new contractor.

         “Look, everything has been worked out and approved, all the permits paid and signed for. This should give you time to gather yourselves and begin finding bids for the other work: what framing needs to be done; the roofing; the steel; windows, trim, cabinetry, flooring…. The only subcontractor I must insist on is my mason. The fireplace is already about a third done. He’s been with me for more than a decade, and I wouldn’t entrust that fireplace with anyone else.”

         “I don’t know,” Cole said. He meant it, too; this wasn’t at all what he expected. Contractors got fired—sure, that happened. But contractors rarely walked out on a project like this. And now there was something in her voice, something like desperation, urgency. For a woman who seemed so reserved, so professional, she was suddenly speaking more rapidly and more loudly, too, as if pushing them.

         “Why us?” Bart blurted out. “Huh? I mean, let’s put our cards on the table, huh? You’ve got all this cash. Why choose three dudes who were repairing Sheetrock last night? What gives?”

         She threw the pebble into the hot springs and wiped a bead of perspiration off her nose. She smiled coldly at them. “Two reasons. The first: The builders around here are a bit of an old-boys club, as I’m sure you’re aware. Even with the NDA, I think when my former contractor parted ways, he must have blacklisted me, because now no one will return my phone calls, and even if they did, I’m sure they’d try to gouge me however they could. You know how it goes, gentlemen: ten thousand added on to the countertops, fifty grand on the roofing…. As I just told you, this isn’t the first time I’ve built a house. They think I won’t stand up for myself. They think because I’m a woman I won’t put my foot down. But I will, and I know you won’t cheat me. My mason, Bill, will make sure of that. He’s my eyes and ears when I’m not here.”

         “And the other?” Cole asked. “The other reason?”

         “I need this house built before Christmas,” she said, dusting off her hands and smiling at them, each in turn.

         “Lady, that’s, what,” Teddy muttered, counting on his fingers, “four months away?” He looked at the building site as if it were a twenty-five-thousand-foot peak they’d been asked to climb in an afternoon’s time. “I don’t know….”

         “No way, is what I know,” Bart said. “That’s fucking impossible.”

         “Is it?” she asked. “Come, let’s eat some lunch and we’ll discuss the finer points of my ask.”

         They shared some disgruntled and disbelieving looks as she led them back down the path toward her Range Rover, where, as its rear hatch lifted on a press of her car key, a gust of cold from the air-conditioning met them, and she revealed a little picnic perfectly curated down to the red-and-white gingham tablecloth everything sat upon: chilled Sancerre and frosty cold bottles of beer, ham and Gruyère sandwiches, fancy potato salad, a jar of cornichons, even a platter of brownies. The three men eyed one another, their hands plunged into pockets, as they peered back to the would-be house site.

         Bart shook his head. “Look,” he said, accepting a sandwich from Gretchen, “uh … thanks. What you’re asking, though, I gotta be honest with you—it’s no wonder that contractor disappointed you. I’ve worked on sites where we were rushing to hit some deadline. Working basically round-the-clock—which is what you’re asking us to do. That’s how people get hurt. You end up working in the dark. Working in the elements. You get exhausted. Even the toughest guys get sick. Nail-gun accidents, trips and falls, stupid mistakes and accidents … Hell, we saw a guy working in a rainstorm get hit by lightning. Blew him twenty yards off the house, but he was dead before he hit the ground.”

         “Great sandwich, by the way,” Teddy said, smiling, before popping an expensive little pickle into his mouth. Cole and Bart glared at their friend, who seemed quite oblivious to it.

         Perched on the bumper of her vehicle, Gretchen neatly polished off her sandwich even as she regarded Bart fixedly. She swallowed, wiped her hands clean, and took a small sip of the cold wine.

         “I neglected to mention your bonuses,” she said.

         The three men all subtly shifted; Bart coughed into his hand, Teddy stretched his arms over his head and then commenced rubbing his newly buzzed pate, and Cole transferred his weight from one foot to the other, one finger pressed to his lips. Had they been sitting around a poker table, their tells would have been well broadcasted.

         “One hundred and fifty thousand dollars for each of you, if the house is completed before Christmas.”

         “Holy crap,” Teddy said.

         “Fuckin’ A,” murmured Cole.

         “And if we can’t?” Bart asked, collecting himself. “Finish on time?”

         “You’ll still be paid, of course, and your builder’s fee honored,” Gretchen said professionally. “But obviously the bonus itself will have expired.”

         “Why, though?” Bart said. “Why Christmas? Up here, you’ll be snowed in anyway. There’s no way you can keep that driveway open all winter.”

         “What’s your last name, Bart?”

         “Christianson, ma’am. Bartholomew Christianson. But Bart’s all anyone ever calls me.”

         “That is a mouthful. But look, Mr. Christianson, I’d rather not elaborate. Suffice it to say that time happens to be, well, more valuable to me than money. All right? I’m a busy, busy woman. And don’t worry about the driveway. That’s my business, and I’ll be sure to have it plowed, no matter the cost. Having said all that, though: Look, if you and your partners aren’t interested in this job, then, please, let’s stop wasting each other’s time. I’m sure you have gutters to hang somewhere.”

         With that, she began disassembling the picnic, her back turned to them, as they stood there, looking at one another, the river below them persistently loud, and far overhead one of the buzzards still orbiting on the high thermals.

         “Can you give us a minute, Gretchen?” Cole asked. “I think we’re in agreement, but obviously your timeline is, uh … well, it complicates things a bit, doesn’t it?”

         “I’ll tell you what, Mr. McCourt,” she replied. “I’m going to drive back down and check in on the road crew. You can have all the space you need for your little chat. And feel free to go on and look at the site more thoroughly, if you please. As I said, all the preparatory work has been done. I simply need a general contractor to keep things moving along. The question is, are you my men?”

         And with that, she slammed the hatch of the vehicle, climbed in, and then pulled away, kicking up a few handfuls of gravel in the process.

         
             

         

         They did not deliberate long. Meeting her in the middle of the gravel road below not fifteen minutes later, Cole pressed her to raise their bonus to a quarter million, per. She sighed, and eventually they settled on a hundred and seventy-five thousand per man. A half hour after that, they worked their way back up to the skeletal housing start, where they signed the paperwork she’d arranged beside the hot springs, and where she poured four flutes of very cold, very crisp, very delicious champagne. None of the three men had ever tasted Dom Pérignon before, but without ever so much as discussing it, they all agreed they liked it, very, very much indeed.

         It tasted like success.
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         They sat inside Sidewinders Tavern, each of them utterly flabber­gasted at the three-hundred-thousand-dollar earnest-money check sitting on the battered old bar before them.

         “Britney’s gonna be so psyched,” Teddy said. “Now we can pay for Kylie’s orthodontia, and maybe those baking classes that Kendall and Kelly have been asking about, and still set aside—”

         “Shut up, Teddy,” Bart growled. “I’m of half a mind to cash this check and skip town. Four months? Impossible. A fucking good way to get killed is what it is. A goddamn honey-trap.”

         “Now, slow down, Bart,” Cole said evenly, running a finger over the rim of his pint glass. “Are we supposed to just go back to unplug­ging toilets and tearing out piss-stained carpeting? What if we were destined to build this house? ’Cause it sorta feels like that to me. Look, I want this project, okay? This is it. This is what we been dreaming of. And she’s experienced; she’s built houses before. You can bet those blueprints are tight and there won’t be two thousand goddamned change orders. The foundation’s done, the I-beam work is done, and once we get the box sealed up, once we get the roof on, brothers—we can crank on that sumbitch. I’m willing to work around the clock for a few months to cash a six-figure bonus. Know what I mean? We can do this. I know we can.”

         “I’m with you.” Teddy nodded fervently. “I am one hundred per­cent with you. Britney can spare me. Sure, she’ll have her hands full for a little while with the kids and all, but I mean, when it’s done? We can maybe buy our own house, right? No more condos. No more land­lords. Come on, Bart. Whaddya say?”

         Bart threw down a shot of Jägermeister and shook his head. “I think this is fucking doomed. I really do. There’s something off about this whole fuckin’ thing, and I don’t like it. My daddy always told me, if it looks too good to be true—”

         “Geez, Bart,” Teddy said, “there’s such a thing as a good luck, isn’t there? Maybe we just got lucky, huh?”

         “—then it probably is,” Bart finished. The two friends sipped at their beers and simply stared at each other across the impasse.

         “It’s gonna be all hands on deck, Bart,” Cole said solemnly. “I mean, seven days a week, no doubt. Workin’ harder than we’ve ever worked before. We need you, amigo.”

         They’d named their little business True Triangle Construction for obvious reasons. There were three partners, sure. And even with their limited educations, they all knew the strength of a triangle. But throughout their lifelong friendship, if that triangle had a weak side, it had been Bart. He was the first to leave Utah, in the wake of a public intoxication charge that utterly embarrassed his parents: caught piss­ing in an alleyway. He’d been threatened with a charge of indecent exposure, a crime that would have forever marked him as a sex crimi­nal; thankfully his lawyer had finagled a deal whereby the charges would be dropped if Bart left town. So, he had. Less than a year later, Cole and Teddy followed him out to Jackson Hole and an unending string of drunken nights, often culminating in Bart getting tossed in the clink again, this time for a bar fight or possession or whatever the local cops wanted to tag him with.

         There were people in the world who seemed plagued by bad luck. The perfectly healthy thirtysomething who suffered a heart attack on a routine jog or at the yoga studio. Or the well-meaning family that lost its life savings to a nefarious evangelist. But there were others who seemed to manufacture their own bad luck, and it was hard not to place Bart in the latter camp. He was not a nihilist, no, because Bart did subscribe to a kind of code that above all prized loyalty, hard work, and determination. Still, it was difficult to imagine him growing old, let alone aging gracefully. The sundown horizon of his life seemed much closer than theirs. Volatile, that was how Cole and Teddy tended to think of their friend.

         And the drugs, always in the background, like a poorly tuned ra­dio, a fuzz of interference that muddled his days: mostly pot, mush­rooms, LSD, a lot of coke, plenty of Molly, and, last but never least, meth. In the summer, Bart was a beer drinker. Fall through spring, he switched to brandy; brandy in his morning coffee, brandy and Coca-­Cola in the evening. Throughout, Cole and Teddy were there to prop him up when he fell too hard; ready to carry him into a cold shower, ready with a glass of water and a trio of Tylenol, ready to find ways for him to disappear off the jobsite on some mindless errand if it meant a foreman not discovering his drunkenness. And to Bart’s credit, he never forgot their kindness either. Anything they needed, he was right there.

         Now Cole rested an arm on Bart’s shoulder even as his friend stared down at the bar, at that six-figure check just setting there.

         “You with us, buddy? Can we count on you? ’Cause this is it, Bart. This is what we’ve been working for. Our break. It’s right here.”

         “I’m here, ain’t I?” Bart grumbled. And then, “Hell, fine—I’m with you fellas, all right?”

         “Are you?” Cole badgered. “Because before we talked to Gretchen, you seemed all in. Brother, you were fucking electrified about this project. And Christ, now you’re hangdogging it like all we did was score another shitty roofing job or something. I could swear you al­most look … pissed or something.”

         “I told you already, there’s just something about this whole thing I don’t like.”

         “Is it that I’m the one leading our talks with her?” Cole asked. “Be­cause if that’s it, buddy, hey, I’m more than willing to take a backseat.” He didn’t at all mean what he’d just said, but it was surely the right thing to offer.

         Bart turned his head to look at Cole. “Naw, well … a little, maybe. Then again,” he said, grinning, “you two do seem to have yourselves a budding little rapport.”

         “C’mon,” Cole said with as much conviction as he could muster. “She ain’t interested in a mug like me. Gretchen’s high-class as hell. There ain’t got any room in her world for slumming around with con­struction workers.”

         “But I seen you,” Bart said as he pointed a finger playfully at Cole, “rushing over there to give her a hand like she was Elizabeth Taylor or something. You like her, don’tcha?”

         Cole sipped his beer so as not to dignify the question. “So, what?” he said, circling back. “You with us, amigo?”

         “I’m with ya.”

         
             

         

         After parting ways, Cole found himself driving all the way back to the building site; he couldn’t explain it exactly, why he felt so re­juvenated, so awake. He drove patiently, and when he came to the gravel back road extending off the highway and leading to Gretchen’s driveway, he rolled down his window and moved through the night slowly, that cool, fresh night air rolling over him as he peered up at the stars and down toward the river, where the moonlight quivered and rippled on the moving water.

         At the turnaround, he parked the truck, turned off the ignition, and simply sat there in the cab, listening to the slow tick … tick … … tick beneath the truck’s oversize hood. He could not remember ever feeling so alone in such a remote place, and yet he didn’t feel lonely, not like the past few months in his apartment, in his bed.

         He got out and walked up to the house, thinking the whole way up about Gretchen. How had she settled on this design? Where was she now? And was she with someone, perhaps out at some trendy restau­rant, or even just in her bed, fancy reading glasses perched on her nose as she proofread some important document, her companion lying be­side her, reading a folded newspaper or working a crossword puzzle?

         He’d joked with Bart that there was no room for a guy like him in this woman’s life, but now, standing there beside the house, he won­dered, Why not? Maybe he could make her see him. Maybe he could find some way, some small space, some commonality between them and steal into her days and nights….

         An owl hooted somewhere in the canyon, the sound echoing softly. Cole realized dawn was already bluing the horizon, and so he got back into the truck and beat it back to town, slid his key into the apart­ment’s lock, and promptly slumped down onto his bed, where he fell asleep with both boots on.
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            A few months earlier …

            San Francisco, California

         

         From her office on the twenty-fourth floor of the Century Tower, the hawk’s nest in a neighboring building three floors below could be seen with the naked eye as a jumble of debris outside a south-facing apartment window where the bird had chosen a home as much, no doubt, for the generous and predictable warmth of its south­east exposure as its buffered position, a refuge from the howling winds of those concrete canyons. And from the first moment she no­ticed the Cooper’s hawk (Accipiter cooperii), it was not an overstate­ment to say that Gretchen found herself uncharacteristically distracted by the bird, spending long passages of her business day at the window behind her desk, a pair of Vortex binoculars pressed to her eyes. Dur­ing conference calls and even during proper meetings, she found her­self gazing out any given bank of windows, thinking of the raptor and wanting very much simply to observe the creature. When she was lucky enough to spot the hawk transporting bits of urban rubbish back to its nest—a length of yellow police tape, a wheelbarrow’s worth of deadwood, and what appeared to be the remnants of a tattered orange windsock—she experienced a sense of mystery she had not known in years. And a sense of true peace. So much of her life was meted out in billable increments; all day long nearly every minute measured and recorded and entirely within this building—her life so predictable and confined. She was a machine when it came to billing, to metering her time, but it also became an obsession, a compulsion, an artificial drive that, increasingly, she wanted to be severed from. Watching the hawk fly from the silence of her office, she often felt as if she were viewing a beautiful film with no soundtrack. At times, the hawk felt like the only real thing in her life, completely ungovernable and wild. Every other component of her existence so rote, so seemingly civilized, so ­commodified…. It was one of the reasons why she could not wait to escape to Wyoming, where she would slough off this life like a carapace.

         
             

         

         More than once she realized that she had forgotten to breathe.

         She’d taken to visiting a nearby and venerable steakhouse on her lunch hour, a change in routine that was roundly applauded by her male colleagues, who had never invited her to join them for lunch or even for a collegial downtown stroll, leaving her to work through the noon  hour at her desk with the sparest consolation of a Tupperware container full of carrot sticks, or maybe a small green salad, with a Thermos of oolong tea. There was a jocular condescension to their ap­proval now, and it was clear to her that their only conceivable explana­tion for this change was, obviously, some mystery man—a waiter or chef she liked, perhaps some slender young sommelier. She was not unaware that some of her partners at the firm suspected her of being a lesbian, and in fact delighted in their failure to puzzle her out, for there was always an advantage to being slightly unknown, or unknowable.

         In the close darkness of the steakhouse dining room, she sat alone at a small two-person booth near the kitchen. Her waiter was the same every day, an older man who initially wrote down her order but, after five meals of selecting the same dishes, began asking, “The usual, sweetheart?”

         It pleased her very much that he should call her that—­sweetheart. He could not have been more than ten or fifteen years her senior, but there was a warm weariness about him that was a comfort to her, and she imagined him a grandfather, a patriarch presiding over a great tumble of grandchildren. She liked that he hummed to himself as he brought her meal: always a Caesar salad, a petite filet mignon (rare), and a glass of the house red, of which she seldomly drank more than a few lingering swallows.

         Her lunches were spent reviewing the architect’s plans, which, as meticulous as she was exacting, she’d asked to be printed and bound up in a smaller format for easy reading whenever she had a moment—­between meetings, say, or on a plane. Having already built three prior houses—the first in Taos, New Mexico; the second on Bainbridge Is­land in Washington State; and the third in Puerto Rico, an old sugar plantation that she had imagined as a newly remodeled rum distillery; all three now regularly booked as executive retreats or short-term rentals—she’d made enough mistakes not to spend a single dollar on construction until she was absolutely confident in the blueprints. In the past, builders had convinced her to move ahead with a project de­spite questions in the plans, always citing the importance of getting the foundation laid, a premise that she now realized entrapped and committed her to the structure much more than it did the builder, who could simply walk away from a project without owing taxes on a half-­built house and site.

         Her architect this time was young, freshly graduated from UC Berkeley, and this was no mistake on Gretchen’s part, let alone a cost-­saving measure. Gretchen had designed much of the house herself, though there were of course countless facets of architecture and engi­neering she did not know, and this outmatched architect rarely second-guessed her, save in the most critical structural concerns where her own opinions might need to be checked and redirected, if only to stay true to code. They met every week, for twenty minutes over coffee, where the architect reviewed and approved—or helped modify—Gretchen’s own alterations and notes.

         No one in the office knew of her plans to retire early. They all as­sumed she was a stoic workhorse, this no-nonsense professional, un­burdened by children or a needy spouse, consistently billing over twenty-three hundred hours a year and at a ridiculous hourly to boot. Beyond that, no one really knew what she did with her time outside of work. She was not on Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, or any of the other ubiquitous social media platforms. The younger associates at the firm had made a game of it: trying to find a nonprofessional pho­tograph of her on the Internet. It was impossible. At least Sasquatch had the Patterson–Gimlin film and some hoax plaster footprints to grab on to. But this woman? She was a ghost.

         There were just three things she did with her time: 1.) work, 2.) assiduously manage her investments, 3.) build beautiful houses. As a result, her net worth was approximately $66,750,000, at least in part on the strength of seven properties, including her Pacific Heights condo (a 1913 post-earthquake mansion she’d bought and rehabbed during the late eighties); a small but well-run apartment building in Oakland; an office complex in Mountain View, California, bought be­fore the tech boom boomed; and the as-of-yet undeveloped hot springs site outside Jackson, Wyoming. It was true that she’d inherited a tight little fortune from her deceased parents, but she had long since quin­tupled that in the years since, her market timing always perfect, often eerily so.

         “Sweetheart, may I ask you a question?” her waiter asked.

         She folded her napkin onto her lap and smiled at him. “Albert, my friend, you can ask me anything you’d like. Fire away.”

         “It’s just that every day you come here for lunch, you order the same thing, and every day, you never, ever touch your steak. Now, why is that?”

         “I save it for dinner,” she replied breezily, taking the smallest sip of her wine.

         He raised a finger as if in deduction, or polite declaration. “Gretchen-honey, I think you’re fibbin’ ’bout that.”

         “Or maybe”—she smiled—“I’m taking it home for my boyfriend.”

         He regarded her for a moment, a slow grin breaking across his face. “If I was your boyfriend, I’d never let you eat lunch alone.”

         
             

         

         Every business day she carried a small plastic clamshell back to her office, where she’d ride the elevator to the very top of the tower and, wrapping her coat around her tightly, step into the daylight, be it a brilliant midday shine or a heavy wool of fog off the bay, all the doz­ens of neighboring skyscrapers beaming back at her and the wind whirling about, her hair always crazing itself. Then, setting the steak on a squarish HVAC unit, she’d step back some twenty paces, holding the empty container, and sit down on an old rusty folding chair, where she knew the building’s janitors came to smoke on their breaks. She’d even begun to keep a pack of American Spirits in her jacket, should she be interrupted by someone. But the top of the tower was almost al­ways abandoned, and for ten minutes she would just sit there and wait, watching for her hawk to come. She had never witnessed the bird ac­cept her offerings, but every day the meat disappeared, and once, from her office window, she watched as the hawk flew down from the many floors above her, a chunk of meat clutched in yellow talons.
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