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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to Gibson Hollow.

      This is a town where love is love, families come in all shapes, and everyone gets to show up exactly as they are—without fear, shame, or explanation.

      In these pages, you won’t find homophobia, racism, ableism, or cruelty rooted in fear of difference. Not because those things don’t exist in the world—but because they don’t belong in this one.

      Here, drag queens are fairy godparents. Queer joy is sacred. Neurodivergence and chronic illness are woven into the rhythm of daily life. And no one’s humanity is up for debate.

      Gibson Hollow isn’t a fantasy. It’s a blueprint. It’s the world I believe we can build—one book, one conversation, and one community at a time.

      Thanks for stepping into it with me.

      Love,

      Kait

      P.S. This book is set in the Deep South. As such, it contains a great deal of colorful, colloquial, and occasionally grammatically incorrect language. This is a deliberate choice on my part as an author to most accurately represent the region where I have lived my entire life. This book also contains swearing and pre-marital sex between the lead couple, as those things are part of the realistic lives of characters of this generation, and of many of my readers.

      If any of these things are not your cup of tea, please consider that you may not be the right audience for this book. There are scores of other books out there that are written with you in mind. In fact, I’ve got a list of some of my favorite authors who write on the sweeter side on my website at https://kaitnolan.com/on-the-sweeter-side/

      If you choose to stick with me, I hope you enjoy!

      Happy reading!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Bodie

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        @GHNewsGuy: LIVE: Big Wade Washington just flipped 6 pancakes at once. Crowd went WILD. Emilio is not impressed. This rivalry is REAL. #GriddleGames #GibsonHollow

        

        @MountainMomma: My kids picked teams: 8yo says Big Wade, 6yo says Emilio, toddler just wants to eat everything. Honestly, same, kid. Same. [image: face with tears of joy] #GriddleGames #MomLife #hongry

        

        @GH_Sports: UPDATE: Hour 1 complete. Big Wade ahead on presentation, Emilio leading on taste tests. Dark horse alert: newcomer Janet Mills serving up something SPECIAL [image: eyes] #GriddleGames

        

        @WeatherWatchGH: Perfect day for griddles! 78°F, light breeze, zero chance of rain. Mother Nature wants to see this showdown! [image: sun] #GriddleGames #PerfectWeather

        

        @CoffeeAddict93: Someone just asked if we're taking bets. Sir, this is a FAMILY event... but if we were, I'd put $5 on Big Wade [image: eyes] #GriddleGames #JustSaying

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I fixed the newest member of my staff with a stern gaze, crossing my arms as I looked down at her from my full height. “Okay, rookie, this is your first public appearance as a representative of the Gibson Hollow Police Department, so we’re gonna go over my expectations for your behavior one more time.”

      She gazed up at me with big brown eyes that sparkled with intelligence, her broad chest puffed with unmistakable pride as she sat perfectly straight, waiting for my instructions. Her compact, muscular body practically vibrated with barely contained eagerness. I wished my other officers brought even half this kind of enthusiasm to the job—hell, I’d settle for a quarter of it some days.

      I continued in the same tone I’d used during her training sessions. “It is absolutely essential that you maintain a calm, friendly demeanor out there today. There’s gonna be a lot of folks milling around, and it’ll be noisy and chaotic with all the vendors setting up and the crowds gathering. You must remain calm at all times and stick to everything we’ve practiced. Anything you do will be a direct reflection on the department as a whole and on me personally as chief of police.”

      The rookie shifted slightly where she sat at perfect attention, her muscles coiled and ready for action, and the shiny badge attached to her vest gleamed brilliantly in a shaft of warm summer sun streaming through the front windows of the police station. Despite the obvious excitement thrumming through her compact frame, her unwavering focus on me never faltered for even a second.

      “Most of all,” I leaned down slightly to make sure she understood the gravity of what I was about to say, “it’s extremely important that, no matter how good everything smells out there—and trust me, it’s gonna smell incredible—you absolutely do not go after any of the food being prepared for the Gibson Hollow Great Griddle Games. That means no begging, no drooling on the contestants, and definitely no unauthorized sampling. Understood?”

      As if she’d committed every single word to memory, the rookie gave a sharp, crisp “woof!” in reply, her ears perked forward at attention.

      Huffing a laugh at her earnest response, I dug out one of the small training treats I now carried everywhere in my uniform pocket and offered it to her with genuine praise. “Good girl, Rubble. You’re gonna do just fine out there.”

      I snapped a sturdy leash onto the tactical harness that sported official badges announcing POLICE DOG and GIBSON HOLLOW PD in bold letters. “Alright then, let’s go patrol and show this town what we’re made of.”

      We stepped outside the air-conditioned police station together, immediately hit by the heat of the bright June day and the distant sounds of preparation drifting from downtown. The morning sun felt good on my face as we strolled at a measured pace down the sidewalk, heading the single block over to where all the action was already happening.

      Tents had sprung up like mushrooms all over the green space at the center of town. At least two-dozen locals had hauled their gas griddles out to compete in the annual Great Griddle Games, where Big Wade Washington was out to reclaim his title from Emilio Sanchez, who’d been the surprise winner last summer with a breakfast hash I still occasionally dreamed about. It was all a long damned way from the mud pit we’d lived with for so many months after the flood that had bitch slapped western North Carolina last September and wiped out half the town. We hadn’t been sure we’d be recovered enough to pull this off, but we’d gone from utter devastation to a sense of momentum and hope.

      The closer we got, the louder the buzz of voices and laughter swelled, mingled with the mouthwatering scent of bacon, pancakes, smash burgers, and whatever else folks had decided to fry up for bragging rights. Rubble’s ears twitched, her head swinging back and forth as if she wanted to catalog every sound and smell at once. Her tail gave a steady thump against my leg, betraying her excitement, but she kept her pace right at my side.

      We didn’t make it ten feet onto the green before we were intercepted by the Sasspatch Society in all their glory. Nobody commanded a crowd like they did—sequins, rhinestones, big hats, big hair, and bigger personalities. Uncle Dee—Delilah Devine today—was front and center, a vision in white chiffon that shimmered every time he moved. Wide-brimmed sunhat, lashes for days, and a fan that snapped open with all the drama of a curtain rising. He could work a crowd better than a revival preacher.

      “Well, look at her.” Uncle Dee dropped into a graceful crouch that showed off a mile of leg. He offered Rubble his hand like he was presenting a royal decree. “Now this is an officer who knows how to hold herself. Calm, cool, collected. You’ve got yourself a star, Chief.”

      That was all the invitation Miss Bea needed. She swept forward in a gold sequined sundress that sparkled like a disco ball. “The pride of Gibson Hollow PD! Bodie, she’s the best thing you’ve ever done for this town.”

      Rubble’s whole back end wagged, and her tongue lolled as she soaked up the praise like she understood every word.

      I cocked a brow. “The best thing?”

      Miss Bea laughed. “Well, the cutest, anyway.”

      Miss Glory bent next, elegant and commanding in a sleek emerald jumpsuit, her lipstick flawless, her jewelry catching the sun. Somehow she didn’t break a sweat in summer heat, even with the crowd pressing close. She lowered her sunglasses just enough to give Rubble the full weight of her gaze. “May I greet the lady?”

      Rubble sniffed her hand with the solemnity the question deserved, then leaned her whole weight against Miss Glory’s thigh.

      Mo’nique was already sweeping around in a bright floral maxi-dress, phone held high, snapping pictures like she was covering the Met Gala. “Smile, sugar,” she sang, clicking away. “Officer Rubble is trending already. Oh yes, she’s going on the Hollow socials tonight.”

      The ladies clucked and cooed, and Rubble preened under the attention, tail beating against my leg.

      “She knows a kindred spirit when she meets one,” Uncle Dee stage-whispered, sending the others into shrieks of laughter.

      I shook my head, fighting a grin. My big, bad pittie mix, reduced to a puddle of affection in the middle of the green, basking in the spotlight like she’d been born for it. I probably should’ve intervened. This was hardly the formal protocol of her working dog training, but everyone, including Rubble, seemed to be having such a good time, I couldn’t bring myself to stop them.

      “Where’d you get her, Chief?” someone called from the back of the crowd.

      “Yeah, I thought police dogs were usually German Shepherds,” someone else added.

      I laid a hand on Rubble’s head. “She’s a rescue. Came out of a statewide partnership program that works with shelters. They evaluate the dogs that come through, looking for drive, focus, and willingness to work. Rubble passed with flying colors, so she was transferred into K9 training.”

      Miss Bea dabbed under her eyes as if I’d just given the keynote at a charity gala. “Plucked from despair and polished into a diamond. A Cinderella story!”

      I snorted. “Something like that. She’s trained in scent work—tracking, narcotics, evidence retrieval. Still young, so we’ll keep sharpening those skills, but she’s already a damn fine partner.”

      Rubble sat on command at my heel, posture perfect, tail thumping rhythmically against the ground. The crowd gave a little collective “awww,” and I couldn’t help the tug of pride that went through me.

      “But she’s more than a working dog.” I scanned the circle of familiar faces. “She’s approachable. Kids can come up; folks can say hello. She’s here to bridge the gap, to remind people the department isn’t just uniforms and citations. We’re part of the community, same as anyone else.”

      Miss Glory gave a regal nod. “A little hope on four legs.”

      Well, damn if that didn’t give me a little tightness in the throat. Clearing the knot, I scratched Rubble behind the ears. “Something like that.”

      I straightened, gently tugging her leash. “Come on, rookie. Let’s make the rounds.”

      Uncle Dee looped his arm through mine. “Let me walk with you a bit. There’s something I wanted to talk to you about.”

      “Sure.”

      We strolled along the recently poured sidewalks, both nodding and offering hellos to friends and neighbors. Because it was built into the slope of a mountain, downtown Gibson Hollow was shaped more like a C than a square. With rows of buildings on three sides, the fourth was taken up by a small amphitheater set into what had, up until a few months ago, been a sinkhole remaining from the flood. Engineers had figured out how to take advantage of the dip and shore everything up into something actually useful. The how of it was all above my pay grade, but even I could admit that the end result was gonna add something special to town.

      I glanced down at my uncle. “Do you and the ladies have plans for an inaugural show once the amphitheater is finished?”

      All four members of the Sasspatch Society had been drag performers down in New Orleans for years before relocating to Gibson Hollow after Uncle Dee had come home to help out in the wake of my mother’s death. They still trotted out glitter and glam on a regular basis, and the town lived for their occasional performances. Their particular brand of sparkle had been such a help during the dark days after the flood, when we’d been struggling with even the most basic things. Utilities had been out, washed out bridges had disconnected us from the rest of the world, but they’d kept our spirits up.

      He patted my arm. “Oh, you know we can’t resist a stage, my boy. Actually, the thing I wanted to speak to you about is tangentially related.”

      “Oh?”

      “We’ll get there. I want to loop someone else in on this conversation.”

      We moved past the amphitheater into the story garden that had been laid out and planted in the spring by a whole platoon of helpers as a living love letter from my best friend, Ramsey Shaw, to my twin, Alia. It was greening up now, leafed out and flowering. If I were a more romantic sort, I might’ve said it reflected the way she’d bloomed in the relationship.

      She’d about run herself into the ground during her stint as interim mayor when our dad, the actual mayor, had been seriously injured rescuing folks from the flood. And all of us—from the rest of our massive family to the entire town—had let her, because holding things together and making the hard calls was just what my sister had always done with so much competence that we’d all taken her for granted, without giving a single thought to the toll it was taking on her. At least until Ramsey had called us out for having our heads up our asses. Not that he’d used that particular phrasing, but that had been the gist. We’d collectively shaped up to take things off her overflowing plate, and Alia had married my closest friend just a few weeks ago.

      The newlyweds themselves were heads together on one of the many benches along the winding path through the garden. Their long-haired mini-dachshund, Biscuit, peeked out of a sling strapped to Ramsey’s broad chest. Given he was one of the leading tight ends in the NFL and built like a giant, that would never not be hilarious.

      Rubble spotted Biscuit first and gave a sharp wag, trotting forward to investigate. Biscuit answered with a shrill yap, all ten pounds of her puffing up like she was ready to take on the world and had no idea she was approximately the size of my dog’s head.

      Rubble’s tail was going a mile a minute as she leaned in for a sniff, but I took a firmer grip on her leash. “Easy there, rookie.”

      Alia laughed, scooping Biscuit out of the sling before Rubble’s nose could bowl her over. “They’re fine. She’s tougher than she looks.”

      I raised a brow. “She’d have to be, to survive living with Ramsey. Still not sure I’d call that thing an actual dog.”

      Ramsey smirked. “Careful, Bodie. That ‘thing’ can take down a steak in record time. Pound for pound, she’s meaner than your rookie there.”

      “Yeah, but Rubble doesn’t need a baby sling to avoid getting stepped on,” I shot back.

      Alia rolled her eyes at us, though her smile stayed soft. She had that glow about her—not just the newlywed shine, but the kind of peace that came from finally not carrying everything alone. I was damned glad for it. I just didn’t care to dwell too long on the mental picture of my twin tangled up with my best friend. Some doors in my brain were better left shut.

      Before the silence could stretch, Uncle Dee snapped open his fan with a flourish. “Well, isn’t this sweet as honey butter on a biscuit? Newlyweds, proud pups, and the Chief here pretending he’s not sentimental.” He gave my arm a pat. “But as charming as this tableau is, we’ve got business to discuss.”

      Ramsey tilted his head. “Business?”

      Uncle Dee’s eyes glinted. “The next step. Main Street’s coming back, but the blocks beyond still look like a war zone. Folks are tired. They need a reason to keep at it. A goal. A reward.”

      I frowned. “What kind of reward are we talking?”

      “A festival,” Uncle Dee declared, fan snapping shut again like an exclamation point. “Early fall, before the leaves turn. Music, food, crafts, contests. A celebration to remind people what we’re building toward. You dangle a festival, and they’ll push through the rest of the work just to see it happen.”

      Rubble gave a soft woof, like she agreed.

      Ramsey rubbed his thumb along Biscuit’s head. “That’s not a bad idea. If you tie it to fundraising, you could stretch the recovery dollars farther.”

      “Not just early fall. September,” Alia said. “On the anniversary of the flood. To remind everyone not only of what we’re building toward but of how we survived. That is the real cause for celebration.”

      Uncle Dee pointed his folded fan at her. “You are a genius, as always.”

      She shifted Biscuit onto her lap. “I’m afraid ideas are all I can offer. You’ll have to count me out for most of the planning. I’ve got a wall-to-wall calendar with book events for the new release.”

      Hearing her say that still caught me sideways. My twin. The same one who used to keep her writing under lock and key, now out in the world as Kella Harmon, with signings and panels and so many fans I couldn’t even begin to wrap my brain around it. I was proud as hell of her, but my brain was still catching up.

      Uncle Dee patted her hand. “That’s fine, sugarplum. You’ve earned your author tour. The rest of us can handle logistics. Though you did promise me one small errand before you run off to play famous.”

      Alia groaned. “The shelter trip. I know. I didn’t forget.”

      I arched a brow. “What shelter trip?”

      “To pick out my new roommate. A fine feline companion.” Uncle Dee pressed a dramatic hand to his chest. “A dignified creature who won’t abandon me for the bright lights of Charleston like your sister here.”

      Ramsey chuckled. “So you’re replacing my wife with a cat?”

      I snorted. “Cat’s got big shoes to fill.”

      That earned me a smile from Alia, and the tension that had been riding my shoulders since morning eased just a little.

      “So it’s settled.” Uncle Dee fanned himself once more, already shifting into planning mode. “We’ll get the committee together and make it happen. Before the leaves turn, Gibson Hollow will have a festival worth remembering.”

      From the nods all around, it was clear nobody was about to argue.
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        @TashaFoley84: The line’s already down the block and the doors aren’t even open yet [image: eyes] If you’re not here, you’re missing history in the making. #MaddoxBreadCompanyReturns #CarbsOverEverything

      

      

      

      
        
        @SuesRenovations: Smells like heaven on Main Street this morning — cinnamon, butter, hope. Y’all, the bakery is BACK. #WorthTheWait #SmallTownBigLove

      

      

      

      
        
        @DWHunts: Not ashamed to admit I’m first in line. I’ve been dreaming about honey buns for nine months straight. #BreakfastOfChampions #BakeryReopening

      

      

      

      
        
        @SubLife206: If the cinnamon rolls taste even half as good as this place smells right now, I may never leave. #SendHelp #SugarRushIncoming

      

      

      

      
        
        @CoffeeJunkieGH: I told y’all: carbs ARE joy. Maddox Bread Company opening day = town holiday. Fight me. #CoffeeAndCarbs #LocalLove

      

      

      

      
        
        @Mo’NiqueMoments: Glitter, grit, and glazed buns — it’s a new dawn on Main Street, and we are HERE for it. #SupportLocal #SweetVictory

      

      

      

      The scent of cinnamon and butter clung to the air, thick enough to feel like a hug all on its own. I wiped my palms down the front of my apron for the hundredth time and glanced at the clock over the counter. Five minutes until I unlocked the door. Five minutes until I found out if all these months of sweat and stress were enough to bring the bakery back to life.

      “You can stop looking like you’re about to face a firing squad.” Mo’nique swept past me with a tray piled high with glossy iced buns. She had her hair wrapped up in a bright scarf and her lipstick on point, because of course she did. “People aren’t coming here to critique you. They’re coming because they’ve been starving without your honey buns and cinnamon rolls.”

      I huffed out a laugh and took the tray from her. “I don’t know how I would’ve pulled this off without you.” My throat tightened as I set the buns in the front display case. “Really. I mean it, Mo. You’ve been—” I broke off, blinking fast. “You’ve been a lifesaver.”

      She didn’t give me a chance to flounder. Just wrapped me up in a vanilla-scented hug. That embrace grounded me to the spot when I felt as if I might drown. Her cheek brushed mine. “Sugar, your grandma would be proud as punch of what you’ve done here.”

      I froze at that, my heart lurching sideways. “Would she?” My voice came out rougher than I intended.

      Mo’nique leaned back to search my face, her eyes soft. “Yes. Don’t you doubt it for a second.”

      I swallowed hard and turned away, busying myself with straightening napkins by the register. “She’s been missing since the flood, Mo. Nine months and not a word. Not her, not her car, nothing. Everybody says she’s gone, but as long as nobody finds her…” My hand trembled as I flattened the stack. “As long as they don’t find anything, I can’t—” I stopped, pressing my lips together.

      Mo’nique laid a hand over mine, steady and warm. “Hope isn’t a weakness, baby girl. It’s what gets us through.”

      I nodded, but the knot in my chest didn’t ease. I wanted to believe Gran would be proud of the way I’d scraped this place back together. But some days it seemed like she’d left me with nothing but debts and ghosts.

      I glanced toward the big front windows. A line of people stretched all the way down the block, shading their eyes against the early morning sun as they peeked inside, the way kids look into candy shops. My stomach did a somersault.

      Mo’nique gave a little nudge to my shoulder with hers. “Well? They’re waiting for you, sugar. Go on and give them what they came for.”

      My pulse kicked harder, but I managed a shaky smile. “Guess there’s no turning back now.”

      I crossed to the front, flipped the sign from CLOSED to OPEN, and swung the door wide.

      The response was immediate—voices rising in delighted exclamations as the line began filing in, bringing with it the hum of conversation and the scrape of shoes against freshly refinished floors.

      “Oh, Lord, do you smell that?” Tasha Foley gasped, fanning herself as she breathed deep. “I swear, carbs equal oxytocin.”

      “Smells even better than I remember!” Sue Meechum declared.

      Dewey Walker clutched his heart as he stared into the front case. “I thought I’d never get another of those honey buns again.”

      “Oh my God, the cinnamon rolls. I need them in my life.” Mrs. Dailey practically had heart eyes as she took her place in line.

      Their words made my cheeks burn, and for a moment I had to steady myself against the counter. This wasn’t just another day of business. This was proof the place had a heartbeat again.

      Eyes widened as people took in the new layout with reclaimed barn wood accents framing the gleaming glass cases, the bright pendant lights overhead spotlighting trays of rolls and loaves. I’d kept the bones of what Gran had built—the long counter, the black-and-white tile backsplash, the open shelving crowded with baskets of more bread. But the old had been polished, patched, updated. A warm blend of rustic and modern, sturdy as the mountains around us and fresh enough to carry the place another fifty years, if I had anything to say about it.

      It wasn’t the same bakery my grandmother had run for decades. Maybe it never could be. But it was mine now. And standing there, listening to the chorus of approval, I let myself believe—just for a heartbeat—that I might actually pull this off.

      By eight-thirty the initial rush had thinned, leaving only the steady murmur of conversation as the last few customers settled at the little tables along the front windows. I finally had a chance to lean back against the counter and catch my breath when the bell over the door jingled again.

      “Hot damn, you did it!” Adalyn Brewer breezed in, ponytail swinging, eyes wide as she took it all in and grinned like she’d just walked into Disney World.

      I pointed a flour-dusted finger at her. “You do not pay a dime in here. Not after all the hours you put in scraping paint and sanding shelves with me.”

      She waved a dismissive hand but looked secretly pleased. “You say that now, but wait until I’m in here every morning draining your profits with my cinnamon roll addiction.” She leaned over the counter, inhaling dramatically. “God, it smells incredible. Everybody in town’s been buzzing about this reopening for weeks, and now it’s all they’re talking about. Like, you’re the main event, Em.”

      Heat rushed to my cheeks, and I ducked my head to fuss with a stack of pastry boxes. “It’s just bread and sugar.”

      “Uh, excuse you—it’s joy in edible form. The only thing missing is a better coffee menu.”

      I laughed, shaking my head. “That’s because you’ve got a problem. You think everything in life can be fixed with caffeine.”

      “It can,” she shot back, dead serious.

      “Well, that’s your thing, not mine. I’m a tea girl, remember?” I arched a brow. “If you’re so obsessed, perhaps you should open your own coffee shop. Or a truck. You’d make a killing.”

      Her eyes gleamed, and she lifted her chin in mock solemnity. “I just might.”

      I rolled my eyes, smiling despite myself. “Lord help us all.”

      Before she could retort, the bell jingled again. My smile faltered when I spotted my Aunt Karen, lips pursed like she’d bitten into a lemon, her gaze already sweeping the bakery like she was hunting for flaws.

      So much for my moment of peace.

      “Well.” She drew the word out as her eyes roved over the shelves and cases. “You certainly… changed things.”

      I pasted on a polite smile. “Good morning, Aunt Karen. Can I get you something?”

      Her mouth curved, but it wasn’t a smile. “I suppose it’s… nice. Different from Mama’s, of course. She always had such a knack for keeping things simple. None of this fuss with lights and reclaimed wood. But I suppose the young people like it.”

      I bit back the reply that wanted to rise—it’s been fifty years, Aunt Karen, perhaps things deserve to change—and instead tucked my hands into the apron ties at my waist. “The idea was to keep the spirit but make it welcoming for today’s customers.”

      “Mmm.” She picked up a sample muffin from the tray on the counter, examining it like it might bite her back. “Well, I guess we’ll see if it lasts. Places like this… they come and go. Your grandmother made it work because she knew how to run a business. She had discipline.”

      My chest tightened, heat creeping up my neck. She left me this place, and I’ve kept it alive, I wanted to snap. But Karen was already turning her head to take in the small crowd still lingering by the tables.

      “I suppose it’s a good thing the Gibsons were so quick to get this block rebuilt. Shame the rest of us had to wait. Some families just have all the luck, don’t they?”

      Adalyn, bless her, bristled beside me. “Or maybe they just worked their tails off.”

      I laid a warning hand on her arm before she could say more. The last thing I needed was Aunt Karen getting louder. She’d already managed to suck most of the joy out of my morning, and I wasn’t about to let her do the same to Adalyn.

      Karen popped the last bite of muffin into her mouth and chewed with exaggerated slowness. “Well. I suppose it’s fine for now. But you mark my words, Emmaline—none of this would be necessary if the Gibsons hadn’t meddled in the first place. Our family’s been paying for their scheming for generations.”

      I rolled my eyes before I could stop myself. Same tired refrain. Every loss, every stumble, every bad decision—always the Gibsons’ fault. I was so far beyond sick of it, I could’ve screamed. The way most of the family talked, they probably thought the Gibsons were responsible for the flood, too. As if they’d summoned up the hurricane themselves with the express purpose of screwing our family over.

      Movement outside the front windows caught my attention, and my chest squeezed when I spotted a tall, broad-shouldered man in uniform walking past. Bodie Gibson. And at his side, a stocky brown-and-white pittie mix I didn’t recognize, tail wagging as she kept perfect pace at his heel.

      The door swung open, and Bodie stepped inside, sunlight at his back, badge gleaming, every inch the model chief of police.

      For one foolish second, my heart clenched the way it used to, back when he was my best friend, the boy I trusted with all the things I couldn’t tell anyone else. Then I remembered. This was the man who’d cuffed my little brother and taken him away. The reason Wesley had spent most of the past decade behind bars.

      “Morning, Emmaline.” As always, his tone was warm and polite. His gaze swept the bakery, and I thought I saw something like pride flicker in his eyes. “Place looks good. Really good.”

      I stiffened, busying myself with straightening a tray that didn’t need straightening. “What can I get you?”

      The faintest shadow crossed his face, but he didn’t push. Just ordered a breakfast sandwich, like he was any other customer. He paid in exact change, as if he knew I’d refuse his money otherwise, and added, “You ever thought about baking dog treats? Might be a market for it.”

      My gaze slid past him to the dog sitting patiently by the door, tail sweeping the floor as she wagged at every person who came and went. Against my better judgment, the corner of my mouth softened. “Who’s that?”

      “Rubble.” Pride laced his voice as he glanced back. “Department’s new police dog.”

      “She looks sweet.”

      “She is,” he said simply.

      I cleared my throat, retreating behind the counter again. “I’ll… consider the dog treats.”

      His mouth tipped into the faintest smile, like he knew that was the most he was going to get from me. He picked up his order and nodded. “Congratulations on the reopening, Emmaline. You’ve done her proud.”

      The words sank deeper than I wanted to admit, but I stayed silent, watching him leave with that long, easy stride. Rubble’s tail thumped once against the doorframe before she followed him out into the morning.

      Karen sniffed, loud enough for half the shop to hear. “Well. If that isn’t just perfect. The Gibsons strutting around like they own the place while we scrape by. Don’t let him fool you, Emmaline. They’re the reason we’ve suffered all these years.”

      She sailed out on that bitter note, leaving the air colder in her wake. I sagged against the counter, more exhausted than I had any right to be this early in the day as I tried to shake off the sour taste Karen always left behind.

      Adalyn slipped around from the customer side, wrapping me up in a quick squeeze. “Don’t you let her ruin this for you, Em. You brought this place back from the dead. That’s no small thing. You should be proud.”

      My throat tightened, but I managed a shaky smile. “Thanks.”

      The bell jingled again, and in walked Big Wade Washington, his broad frame filling the doorway, his grin wide and easy.

      I couldn’t help the way my mood lifted. “Well, if it isn’t the winner of this year’s Great Griddle Games. Here to order your prize?”

      “Feels good to have my title back.” His smile flashed bright white against his dark skin, and his eyes twinkled as he leaned on the counter.

      “What kind of cake do you want? Winner’s choice.”

      He rubbed his chin, pretending to consider, though I suspected he’d been dreaming about this moment since last year’s upset. “Red velvet,” he finally declared. “With cream cheese frosting. Big as you can make it.”

      I laughed, already reaching for my order pad. “You got it.”

      As I wrote down the details, the tension in my shoulders finally eased. Feeding people, celebrating their victories, seeing their faces light up at something I’d made with my own two hands—this was why I did it. Not the family feuds. Not the whispers. Just this.

      And for the first time that morning, I felt certain again. This bakery was worth every ounce of fight.
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            Bodie

          

        

      

    

    
      The woods were quieter than I remembered, unnaturally so. No trail chatter from weekend hikers, no birdsong worth mentioning. Only the persistent, drowsy hum of insects and the occasional protesting creak of trees that had been shoved askew by floodwaters months back. Many still leaned at odd angles, their root systems half-exposed, creating shadowy recesses beneath their upturned bases.

      I tugged my ball cap lower, sweat already gathering at my hairline despite the early hour. The air hung thick and still, heavy with the earthy scent of decomposing leaves and that particular mustiness that lingered in places where water had stood too long. I checked the GPS marker on my phone, scrolling to the waypoint Sergeant Miller had dropped earlier. He’d come out here at dawn, walked a careful quarter-mile loop through this sector, and left one of his old T-shirts tied off in a Ziploc bag at the end point. My job was simple enough in theory: see if Rubble could track him down.

      “Alright, rookie.” I unclipped her lead once we were well clear of the logging road, far enough in that she wouldn’t get distracted by lingering exhaust fumes or other scents. Her ears immediately perked forward, dark eyes bright with eager expectation, tail already starting its telltale helicopter motion. I pulled out the starter cloth Miller had rubbed all over himself this morning to create the scent article and crouched down so she could get a proper introduction. “Find him.”

      She gave a low, throaty chuff of acknowledgment, tail shooting straight up like a flag, and immediately nosed into the underbrush with the confidence of a dog who’d been born for exactly this kind of work. I followed behind her, pushing aside the grabbing fingers of branches and trying not to trip over the uneven terrain. My boots sank into ground that was still soft and spongy from the spring rains, each step releasing the rich smell of wet earth and rotting vegetation.

      Every few yards, she paused in her forward momentum, head swinging back and forth in a careful arc as she sorted through the invisible layers of scent that painted this forest in ways I could never comprehend. Then she’d press on again with renewed purpose, pulling me around massive downed trees and brush piles that the cleanup crews hadn’t reached yet.

      It wasn’t just training for her, I reminded myself as I ducked under a low-hanging branch heavy with new growth. This exercise served a dual purpose—it was my chance to lay eyes on this particular sector, to assess how much storm debris was still choking the forest floor and creating potential fire hazards. Since we’d finally restored full utilities and reliable connection to the outside world, firefighters, foresters, and volunteers had been working in steadily expanding circles beyond the town proper, clearing fallen timber and accumulated brush. But there was still so much left to do, so many acres that hadn’t been touched.

      Every splintered trunk and chaotic tangle of exposed roots served as a stark reminder of how much dry tinder was scattered throughout these woods, just waiting for one poorly timed lightning strike or careless camper. We’d been blessed with an unusually wet spring that had kept the fire danger relatively low, but I found myself sending up silent prayers that our luck would hold through the rest of what promised to be a long, hot fire season.

      We hadn’t covered more than two hundred yards when Rubble’s entire demeanor shifted. Her ears flicked forward with laser focus, every muscle in her compact body going taut as a bowstring. She gave one sharp, authoritative bark that echoed off the surrounding trees, then suddenly veered hard left, abandoning the faint trail Miller had deliberately laid out for us.

      “Rubble, heel!”

      She responded immediately, trotting back to me with quick, obedient steps, but I could see the barely contained energy thrumming through her frame. Her muscles quivered with the overwhelming need to pursue whatever scent had captured her attention, and her nose continued to work the air, pulling in something that was completely invisible to my limited human senses.

      I frowned, using the back of my hand to wipe away the sweat that had gathered at my temple. Even beneath the relative shade of the canopy, the temperature was climbing. “That’s not part of Miller’s trail, is it, girl? What’ve you got? Show me.”

      Released from the constraint of the training exercise, she bounded ahead with obvious relief, weaving expertly between the jagged stumps of trees that had been sheared off by the storm and the massive trunks of felled pines that lay scattered like giant pickup sticks. She paused every few feet to lift her nose and test the air currents, then pressed forward again with the kind of single-minded focus that made my chest tighten with a mixture of pride and unease.

      That’s when I spotted the faintest glint of something partially hidden beneath a thick mat of fallen branches and brown evergreen needles that had accumulated over the months since the flooding. At first glance, it might’ve been anything from a washing machine that had gotten caught up in the torrent to a piece of corrugated metal siding torn from someone’s barn. I’d seen endless forms of debris that had traveled dozens of miles downstream before the waters finally receded, leaving behind a graveyard of belongings scattered through these woods like some twisted treasure hunt.

      I slowed my pace, narrowing my eyes and trying to angle my head past the shadows and tangled debris. For a heartbeat, the morning sunlight caught on the surface again, and something in my gut told me it wasn’t tin siding or random scrap metal. The curve was too smooth, too deliberate. Too manufactured in a way that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

      Rubble barked once, sharp and insistent, then immediately began digging at the pile with both front paws. She sent a spray of pine needles and rotted leaves scattering in every direction, her nose jammed deep into the gap she’d created, working with the kind of frantic energy that told me she’d found something significant.

      “Easy, girl.” My voice automatically dropped to the calm, controlled tone I used at crime scenes. I shoved in beside her compact frame, grabbing at the smaller limbs first and tugging them free one at a time. They were damp and half-rotted, heavy with months of accumulated rain and decomposition. The wood came apart in my hands with a soggy, unpleasant sound that reminded me why I hated working flood recovery.

      Beneath the debris, the glint resolved into something that made my blood run cold—a patch of paint, faded green and dulled with layers of dried silt. The color was wrong, too familiar in a way that sent my mind racing through missing persons reports and unanswered calls.

      My stomach dropped like a stone.

      I yanked another branch loose, then another, my movements becoming more urgent as the outline began to take shape. A door panel, dented and scraped. A wheel well, half-buried in hardened mud that had turned almost to concrete over the months. The chrome bumper twisted at an unnatural angle.

      A car.

      Floodwaters must have picked it up during the worst of the storm surge and carried it here like a toy, finally dropping it in this remote section of woods where it got pinned under a mess of fallen trees that no cleanup crew had been able to reach. My pulse hammered in my ears as I crouched lower, using the tail of my shirt to brush away thick layers of muck from what remained of the driver’s side window. Cracked safety glass stared back at me, spider-webbed and streaked brown with dried sediment that had baked on in the many months since the flood.

      “Aw, hell.”

      I pushed harder against the debris, hauling away a particularly thick branch until I’d cleared enough space to peer inside the vehicle’s dark interior. The dim light filtering through the canopy revealed the frame of a driver’s seat, its fabric torn and completely waterlogged, stuffing spilling out like cotton batting. And there, slumped against the headrest in a position that told me everything I needed to know, was the unmistakable silhouette of human remains.

      A purse lay crumpled on the passenger-side floorboard, half-buried in the same gray silt that coated everything else, its leather strap twisted like a dead snake around the gearshift.

      The world seemed to narrow suddenly, reducing itself to nothing but the sound of Rubble’s heavy panting beside me and the distant, almost mocking hum of insects going about their business in the trees above. Everything else—the training exercise, the heat, even the ache in my back from hauling debris—faded into background noise.

      I closed my eyes for a long beat, bracing one hand against the car’s battered frame and feeling the sun-warmed metal through my palm. The reality hit me like a physical blow: I’d found someone. After months of searching, of following leads that went nowhere and fielding calls from desperate families, I’d finally found someone.

      I worked my way around to the rear of the vehicle, my boots slipping on the slick combination of mud and decomposing leaves that carpeted the forest floor. Branch after branch, I hauled aside the debris that nature had deposited over the car like a burial shroud, each piece heavier than it looked, waterlogged and stubborn. Sweat stung my eyes as I cleared away a particularly thick oak limb that had pinned down the rear bumper.

      The license plate was there, just where it should be, but mud had caked over most of it in thick, gray layers. I poured some of my water on the tag and used a fresh evergreen bough to scrape away the hardened sediment, working methodically until the white background and blue lettering became legible beneath the grime.

      The bottom dropped out of my stomach. The numbers and letters stared back at me like an accusation, each character as familiar as my own reflection.

      Even as my mind reeled, I unclipped the radio from my shoulder and keyed the mic with an unsteady thumb. “Gibson to Dispatch. I’ve got a vehicle out here in the national forest, looks like it was caught in the September flood.” The words came out steady and professional, years of training keeping my voice level even as my chest tightened. “Send a unit to my location to assist with recovery. Stand by for plate.”

      I read off the number slowly, each digit feeling like a small betrayal as it left my lips, then waited in the oppressive silence of the forest. Rubble pressed her warm bulk against my leg, her weight solid and reassuring, though her soft whine betrayed her tension—that low, almost inaudible sound she made when she sensed something was wrong.

      A few seconds stretched into a small eternity before the dispatcher’s voice crackled back through the static. “Ten-four, Chief. That plate comes back to Evelyn Maddox.”

      I’d known. I’d memorized the plates of all our missing. But hearing it out loud, my throat tightened like someone had wrapped their hands around my windpipe. Emmaline’s grandmother. The woman who’d raised her after her mom had bailed in high school, who’d taught her how to braid challah and fold perfect croissants, who’d been the backbone of the Maddox Bread Company for fifty years. The woman who’d been missing since the night the flood hit, when half the town had been evacuated and emergency services were spread so thin we couldn’t keep track of everyone.

      “Copy.” I forced the word out, keeping my tone flat and professional even though my pulse was hammering against my collar and my free hand had started to shake. “Secure this call. I’ll file the report when I return to the station.”

      “Ten-four, Chief.”

      Mechanically, I clipped the mic back onto my shoulder and stood in the dappled sunlight filtering through the canopy above. One hand found its way to the car’s twisted bumper, the metal warm from the afternoon sun but somehow still cold against my palm. Rubble nudged my arm with her snout, her brown eyes solemn and knowing in the way that only a dog’s could be.

      I gave her ears a rough scratch, my fingers working through her coarse fur as I tried to process what this meant, what I was going to have to do next. My voice came out low and hoarse when I finally spoke. “Yeah, girl. I know.”
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            Emmaline

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time I made it home, my feet felt like they’d been replaced with bricks. I kicked off my shoes in the entry and stood there, letting the air conditioner whisper over the sweat at my neck. The scents of lemon oil and old wood lingered, the way they always had after Gran did a big clean. I hadn’t changed much—couldn’t bring myself to. The crocheted throw still hung over the back of the sofa. The little blue glass hen still guarded nothing on the kitchen windowsill. The neat little block letters of her handwriting peeked out from the taped recipe card on the cabinet: add vanilla last.

      I poured a glass of sweet tea from the pitcher painted with daisies in the fridge and leaned back against the counter. It had been a long week, but a good one. So many people had come through the bakery, laughing, telling stories, doling out hugs and congratulations and welcome backs. Every night I’d come home to this house that was too quiet and too full at the same time, like she’d just stepped into the garden and might walk back in, complaining about how I stacked the mixing bowls.

      I was dead on my feet and halfway to convincing myself I could sleep through supper when someone banged on the front door. Three sharp, insistent hits like a collector looking for payment.

      I didn’t even have to look. My shoulders climbed to my ears as I braced for what was coming.

      “Emmaline! Open up. I see your car out here.”

      I set the tea down and wiped my palms on my jeans, taking three slow, deep breaths before I moved to unlatch the door.

      Marla Maddox swept in on a gust of humidity and perfume. Bleach-blonde gone brassy at the roots, lipstick a shade too young, sunglasses pushed on top of her head like a tiara, she looked me up and down and gave a smile I didn’t buy for a second.

      “There she is.” She cooed it like she’d discovered me after an exhaustive search. “My hardworking girl. I heard you reopened the bakery.” She made a little show of peering past me into the living room. “Didn’t even invite your own mother to see.”

      “Hello to you, too.” I kept my voice light. “How’d you hear?”

      “Karen.” Her mouth curled, pleased with itself. “She said the whole town’s making a fuss. Thought I’d come lend a hand. You know,” she gestured vaguely, “be here for you.”

      There it was. Sweet for half a sentence, knife for the rest.

      “I’m managing fine.” I worked to stay flat and emotionless. She’d see any expression of feeling as a weakness to exploit, and I was so beyond willing to deal with that. “What do you need, Mom?”

      Her expression flickered—the smallest crack—then hardened. “Well, isn’t that a way to greet me.” She pressed a hand to her chest. “I’ve been gone a few months, and my own daughter can’t be bothered to offer me a glass of water in my mother’s house.”

      I stepped back because the script was older than I was, and I’d rehearsed it too many times. Southern etiquette dictated a beverage be offered, no matter how much I might’ve wanted to boot her out with a shotgun. “Do you want some tea?”

      She swept past me without answering, eyes skating over everything as if she was inventorying the contents of the house. “Hm. Still the same. Mama never did like change. I suppose you left it like this for her.” She turned, lashes fluttering. “Or is it just to keep me out?”

      Resisting the urge to bristle or point out that she wasn’t making any sense at all, I didn’t even raise my voice. “It’s her home. I’m trying to honor that.”

      “Oh, please.” She laughed, brittle. “You think I can’t see what you’re doing? You and her, always acting you’re better than me. Lock me out, talk about me to the whole town like I’m some kind of—” She broke off, swallowing down the rising hysterical note. “I came because I need a little help. That’s what family does.”

      There it was again. The truth tucked inside a lie. “What happened?”

      She tossed her hair like she’d been waiting to be asked. “Nothing dramatic. Just time for a change. Devon and I—he’s been… difficult. He asked me to give him some space.” She smoothed a nonexistent wrinkle in her blouse. “I thought I’d come home for a bit. Reset. Be with you. Help at the bakery, if you’ll let me.”

      Devon. I searched the mental carousel of names. I’d never met him. Not surprising. She’d been through more boyfriends in my lifetime than I could name. None of them had stuck around longer than my father, and he’d only stayed long enough to knock her up twice, first with me, then with my little brother three years later. But I didn’t need to know what had happened between her and her flavor of the month to understand what this was.

      “You want to stay here.”

      “This is my mama’s house.” The hurt rushed in like floodwater. “You think because she took you in and taught you to bake you get to slam the door in my face? I am your mother.”

      I wrapped my fingers around the edge of the counter until the wood bit into my skin. “You left before the flood. You came back for one day when the roads reopened, and when Gran told you we didn’t have a spare bed for anybody not willing to work, you called me a selfish little girl and disappeared again.” Because somehow Marla not getting her way was always my fault.

      “That’s not fair.” She blinked hard, eyes shining with the crocodile tears she’d always been so adept at wielding like a bludgeon. “You know what it’s like out there? I did everything I could for you. You have no idea what I’ve sacrificed⁠—”

      I held up a hand. “I know exactly what you’ve sacrificed. You sacrificed being here.”

      She reeled like I’d slapped her. Then she went for the tender place.

      “You always were cold.” Though the words were soft, they slid between my ribs like a well-placed knife. “Even as a little thing.”

      Don’t react. Don’t react. Don’t react.

      But my heart began to thud as my temper stirred. I was cold. Heartless. All because she’d weaponized emotion against me my entire life. I’d learned early to walk on eggshells, lest I set her off, and even that hadn’t been enough. She’d rage or cry or lash out without provocation. And that didn’t begin to cover how she behaved when her antics didn’t result in her getting her way.

      The only consistent thing about her behavior was that I was always her favorite target.

      “You think running that bakery makes you a good person? All those people fawning over you because you can make a cake?” She leaned in, and I smelled the menthol in her gum. “Are you telling them about your brother while they lick frosting off their fingers? Telling them how you abandoned him?”

      My mouth went dry, even as I stood my ground. “I abandoned him? What about you? You left, Mom. You weren’t here for anything.”

      “I wasn’t welcome,” she snapped. The tears came then, big and glossy, perfectly formed. “I came today because I thought maybe you’d want your mother. That you were tired and lonely in this big old house without Mama, and you’d be grateful. But no, you’d rather let me sleep in my car than lift a finger.” She touched her temple like she felt faint. “One day I’ll be gone, and you’ll wish you’d been kinder. But by then it’ll be too late.”

      The speech hit all of her usual marks. It would have landed when I was nineteen. It still would have stung last year.

      Today, I was just tired.

      “The spare room is full of boxes from the bakery repairs.” I sent up a mental prayer of thanks that I hadn’t gotten around to moving any of them, so it wasn’t an outright lie. “Even if it weren’t, this isn’t a good idea.”

      Her mouth twisted. “Because you’re ashamed of me.”

      “Because it isn’t healthy.” I kept my voice even. “You can go to Aunt Karen’s. Or I can pay for a motel for a week.” I really couldn’t afford to after everything else, but my sanity was worth a little more debt.

      She stiffened. “Don’t you dare. Don’t you make me a charity case in this town. I am your mother, Emmaline. You should want me here.”

      I set the tea glass in the sink and looked down at my flour-cracked hands, at the minor burn on my wrist from yesterday’s cinnamon rolls. All the work, all the years, all the ways I had bent myself around other people’s storms.

      “No,” I said quietly. “I want peace.”

      She stared, stunned into silence for a breath. Then she laughed, high and ugly. “Peace? With that last name? With a brother in prison and a mother who can’t so much as knock on the door without you turning into a little ice queen?” She took a step toward me, trapping me against the counter so I couldn’t escape.

      Story of my life with her.

      “You’ll be sorry,” she said. “When I’m gone for good, you’ll be the one crying at my grave.”

      Somewhere outside, a car took the turn too fast, tires hissing on hot pavement.

      Beyond done with her, I walked to the front door and opened it. The heat shouldered in, along with the sound of bees buzzing from bloom to bloom on the crape myrtle at the corner of the house.

      She didn’t move. For a long second, I thought she’d throw herself at the couch and dare me to drag her out. Then she made a sound like a wounded thing and swept past me instead, nearly clipping my shoulder with her purse. On the porch, she turned, eyes bright with fury.

      “I don’t know what I did to deserve such a hateful daughter.”

      Ignoring that last jab, I said, “I hope you find someplace safe tonight.”

      Her mouth flattened. She stalked down the steps, digging for her keys, and missed the way my hand shook as I reached for the doorframe to steady myself.

      I stood where I was, watching her get into her beat-up Chevy and peel out of the driveway in a spray of gravel. Then I simply dropped my brow to the wood, closing my eyes until the dizziness passed. A headache bloomed behind my eyes, the kind that always followed in her wake. I pulled a breath in through my nose, out through my mouth, the way the therapist in Asheville taught me for exactly this kind of moment.

      Everything in me was raw and wrung out, making the exhaustion I’d felt before her arrival look like a vacation. Marla had been a problem all my life. I didn’t know exactly what was broken in her to make her like this. My therapist had told me she displayed all the traits of borderline personality disorder. I’d read some books on the subject, and yeah, that tracked.

      But no matter what it got called, the end result was the same.

      She thought the world owed her everything. She was always the victim, and emotional manipulation was her favorite game.

      When Gran was around, it was better. She could shut down my mother’s behavior better than anyone else. But with her missing and my brother in prison, it had been a long, long time since I’d had any backup.

      I was considering the wisdom of a medicinal glass of the moonshine I knew Gran hid in the back of her closet when I heard the sound of tires on gravel.

      My eyes flew open, my body braced for a fight if it was Marla come back.

      But it was a police SUV coming down the drive, and Bodie Gibson was behind the wheel.

      For one wild second, I thought about bolting the door and pretending I wasn’t home. I didn’t have it in me to spar with him today. Not after my confrontation with my mother. But I wasn’t fast enough, and he definitely saw me as he parked in front of the house. So, I started rehearsing excuses that would get him to leave.

      He got out slowly, like his boots were made of lead. No easy grin. No polite nod. Just a face I used to know better than my own, carved down to something stripped and solemn.

      All the practiced refusals died on my tongue.

      I clutched the doorframe tighter, my palm gone slick. “What’s wrong?”
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      Emmaline was already in the doorway when I pulled in. Framed there like a challenge, one hand tight on the jamb, her body angled just enough to block the threshold, as if she could keep the world out by sheer will. Her chin held a defiant tilt, but that crease between her brows told me everything. A headache line. I’d seen it on her face too many times when we were kids, after her mama had torn her down to the bone.

      It made my gut clench now, because I knew that meant she was already hurting, and here I was about to add more.

      I wanted to turn around, let somebody else handle this. But there was no way in hell I’d pawn it off. She deserved the truth from me, no matter how much she might hate me for it.

      I sprang Rubble from the backseat and signaled for her to take up position at my side. She stayed exactly where she’d been ordered, though her tail wagged hard enough to shake her whole backside as she looked toward the porch with happy, eager eyes at the new person who might give pets.

      “Emmaline.” I tipped my hat in her direction, the gesture formal and careful, like the strangers we’d become instead of two people who’d grown up running wild on this mountain, who’d shared secrets and sandwiches and safety before everything had gone to hell.

      “What are you doing here, Bodie?” Her voice was sharp with a mix of fear and accusation, each word edged like broken glass. The way she said my name—like it left a bitter taste on her tongue—made something twist hard in my chest. It wasn’t new. She’d been like this ever since I’d arrested her brother. But every time was a fresh blow.

      I didn’t want to deliver this news out here on the porch, where the neighbors could see and hear everything. So, I took off my hat and stepped closer to the porch. “Can I come in?”

      Her gray eyes narrowed, sharp as a blade, suspicion cutting deep lines around them. The late light caught the amber flecks I remembered from when we were kids, when those same eyes used to look at me with something softer than wariness. For a second I thought she’d slam the door right in my face, end this before I even began. Then, with every muscle in her body screaming reluctance, she shifted back just enough to let me pass.
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