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Author's Note




Alarge part of the Tales from the Sheep Farm project is about racial justice. To that end, most of the characters you will encounter do not have their race identified. Only a few must be entirely white, and it should be evident who they are. Likewise, only a few must be other races or ethnicities. It should be evident who they are, as well. 

The rest? That is up to you.  

And if you feel inspired to tell a story of your own in this world, or if there’s a character you want to know more about, I am accepting proposals so that you can come play in this world and help advance the issues of racial and social justice. 

Your voices matter. Your stories matter. This story, hopefully, lays the foundation for my firm belief in that. 

That also means that any mistakes are my own and if you gently point them out, I will own them.








  
  
One




September 8

Tess Cartieri tried not to think about where she was. It was just an old, unloved, rundown stadium, just a set of crumbling concrete stairs that demanded her attention as she picked her way down them. She tried to convince herself she’d never used this route as a shortcut across campus and met anyone special, never come out to the field down below with a blanket and a boyfriend so they could look for the Milky Way, never taken off her shirt and lain back on the metal bleachers that were dented even then, their coolness against her back a startling contrast to the heat of Mack’s body above hers. 

“No, no, no,” she chanted in time with her steps. Forty rows. 

She knew this place all too well. If a place could know a person, it knew her. Or, rather, it knew who she’d been. It had known a Tess who was full of hope for a future she’d thought would be hers: Architect. Mack’s wife. Urban renewal expert.  

Two out of three. She’d made her choice and, she told herself, she had no regrets. 

Time hadn’t just changed her, it had changed the steps too, and she stumbled on a piece of loose concrete. She reached out for the nearest bleacher, trying not to flash back to the day she’d done the same thing, landing equally as awkwardly back then as she did in the present. 

That was the day she’d met him. 

She paused, breathing heavily. Every time she’d ever set foot in this place, she’d worried she would put a foot wrong and would wind up hurting herself somehow. Back then, she’d been through here often enough that she’d known all the tricks to stay on her feet, unharmed, unscathed. By the stadium, anyway. 

In every project she worked on, every piece of property she renovated and turned into something new, she paused and asked it what secrets it held. What old secrets she would discover, what new secrets she would build into it. In this one, she knew some of those secrets. But there were more to be discovered. There always were. 

She scuffed her toe through some debris that had fallen under the bleacher in front of her. Leaves. What looked like weathered trash. A crushed beer can, long abandoned, its wrinkles pressed almost smooth. Something plastic. 

Her reverie was broken by a disc that sailed through the air and landed underneath the row of bleachers in front of her. Just as it had done all those years ago. 

“No,” Tess said again, although this time it came out with her breath. 

“Hey! Mind bringing that down? Don’t throw it; the wind’s not right.” 

Tess closed her eyes and covered her face with her hands. He’d remembered. How had he remembered? It had been one moment, one eyeblink in all the time they’d spent together. 

Of course, he was Mack. When he wanted to remember something, he did. 

“Tess?” She heard feet on the stairs, running up, scrabbling on the disintegrating concrete. “You okay?”

She forced herself to lift her head and plaster on a smile as she pushed her hair out of her face. He stood there, in front of her, life-sized, breathing, dusting off his hands as if he’d used them to help his quick ascent. Emerson Mackenzie. “Mack. I… hadn’t expected you to be here. What— Why— Oh, no. Don’t tell me you’re the client.”

“You didn’t pick up on it? When I had my assistant ask for Tess to come to the consultation? Just Tess?”

“No,” she said and let her eyes rove over him. He looked good. Too good. Entirely familiar and still heart-stoppingly dear, his dark hair cut short, his eyes that strange dark blue, his body less exploding with muscle but still flat and toned—but broader through the shoulders and hips, as if he’d filled into himself. “We were worried you were some creep who was going to assault me. I’ve got the whole office waiting for me to check in. In fact,” she said and pulled her phone out of her pocket, sending the quick text. 

“I am not a creep who’s going to assault you,” he said gravely. 

“No,” she said, looking up at him, shading her eyes so she could see him. He wore a pale yellow collared shirt with stripes the color of the sunset across the chest—Tess picked up the orange in it, of course. He’d left it untucked and hadn’t bothered with the buttons. She tried not to stare at the exposed skin and chest hair, tried not to remember the feel of it, his warmth, the silkiness under her fingertips. With effort, she pushed the memories aside and took in the rest of him: a pair of casual black pants and black sneakers. He looked less like the athletic trainer he’d hoped to be, nothing like the corporate CEO he’d chosen to become, and entirely like a guy who’d just turned thirty-one and had a day off. “I’m glad.” 

Her phone buzzed. She replied to her boss, Red, briefly. Old college buddy. All good. 

But what an understatement that was. 

“So tell me why I’m meeting you here,” she said. “I hope it’s for more than a stroll down memory lane.”

“It is.” He nodded and sat down, straddling the bleacher in front of her, putting his knee down on the concrete beside her feet. He played with his phone, turning it end over end, and she cocked her head, watching. There was something he wasn’t saying.

“Kelsey died two months ago.”

Tess paused. “Kelsey?” 

“My wife.” He looked up at her, looked away just as quickly. “Gotta be the good Mackenzie man, right? Marry the woman they tell you, spit out some heirs, get on with your life.” He closed his eyes and shook his head. “This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

“I’m sorry,” she said softly, wondering why they were here, at this dilapidated old stadium that she had long dreamed of bringing back to life. Was this a convenient reason to see her? Or did he truly want to renovate this old place?

He smiled weakly at her, a smile that didn’t touch his eyes. “The official story is that she had an undiagnosed heart condition. And it’s true. Her heart did stop beating.” 

“But not because of an undiagnosed condition.”

He turned and stared out over the field. So did she. The time since she’d been here last hadn’t been kind to it. Poor field.

Poor Mack. He didn’t deserve to have lost his wife.  

“Last week,” he said, “Krista told me the timing was right to stop talking about buying the naming rights to this place. It’s time, she said, to force the university to finally fix it up. I think she’s tired of watching me just kind of go through the motions. That’s… about all I’ve been able to do, and it’s not good for our long-term plans. She and Logan had to move back into the Manor when things got weird with Kelsey,” he said, looking up at Tess again, his face laced with pain, his eyes begging her for something. “Yes, it took my mother to figure out what was going on,” he said, his voice thick with bitterness, “and she confronted Kelsey, who was scared, so scared.” His voice changed, and so did his expression. The bitterness was replaced by… desperation? “So we called security in. Did everything we could to protect her. Eyes on us both every second when we weren’t in our bedroom, but in the end, they just watched her stop breathing and didn’t even know it.” 

“Oh, Mack.” She couldn’t help it; she touched his shoulder. That hadn’t made complete sense, but it sounded traumatic and horrible. And it was so bad that Krista and Logan had moved in? Who wanted their mother and her long-time lover living with them and meddling in their spouse’s issues? Not the Mack she had known. 

He put his hand on hers. “I didn’t love her. Not like I loved you. I took care of her, I tried to protect her, I tried to care for her the way she deserved, but she didn’t think she deserved it. Not from me.”

She tightened her grip on his shoulder. He, in turn, tightened his on her hand.

Tess watched as he took a deep breath, then let go of her hand, giving it a lingering pat. 

“So Krista did the motherly thing and told me to come do this. Ask you to fix the field so I can hang my name on it. Make good on a promise I made us both.”

“That’s a very old dream. Are you sure?”  

He lifted himself off the bleacher and moved to sit beside her, but only after grabbing the disc beside his downslope foot. “I’m still not sure the school’s on board with this idea, to be honest. I’ve tried dangling money in front of them, and they tell me they’ll take the money but can’t promise the field. I figured this time—okay, Krista figured—that if I am serious about seeing this happen, I should show up with a full plan, drawn up by experts, and make it easy for them.” 

“So there’s a chance you’re going to pay our fees for a site plan and it’ll still get shot down?” She wasn’t sure why she was surprised. It happened often. 

He shrugged. “Krista’s right. I need something to distract me from what happened.”

“Something? Or someone?”

He gave her a sidelong look. In it was a tiny hint of the mischievous look she knew all too well. “You’d have to ask her, but I’m not complaining. I’ve missed you. I…” He shook his head again and the disc bobbled in his hands. He caught it and she let herself look at his left hand. He still wore his ring and she wondered why. 

Then again, two months wasn’t very long. 

She ran a hand along her neck, under her hair, over her tattoo. Two months most certainly wasn’t very long when you loved someone. And even though he said he hadn’t loved this Kelsey, Tess wasn’t sure she believed that. She knew Mack. He would have gone all in on a marriage even if it wasn’t to his ideal woman. 

“I bet you haven’t kept up with the wacky world of Ultimate at all since we broke it off.”

“I have not,” she said, tucking her hands between her knees and leaning forward. The impulse to lean against him, to touch him, to go back to who they’d been together was too strong, even after nine years. No wonder no other man had stuck. “Do you still play?” She wasn’t sure why she needed to hold her breath when she asked the question. It felt risky somehow.

“Yeah. They’ve tried to get me to quit, to make me focus on the company more, but it’s my stress relief. You know.”

“I do.” 

They fell silent. 

“Tell me what you want for the field,” she said, feeling as though for a minute there, she’d forgotten why they were here. “Spill your vision.” 

“What’s possible? I mean, beyond the obvious,” he said, his foot tapping the bent metal bleacher in front of them. “This place needs some basic TLC, but more than that? I don’t know. Figured you’d know more about it than I could.”

“What’s your budget?”

He shrugged again and, once more, stared out over the field. She had the sense that if he were wearing a jacket, he’d put his fists in his pockets and hunch his shoulders. “You tell me. Start with the basics, and we’ll see what I feel like shelling out on top of that.”  

She wanted to tell him that wasn’t how it worked, but someone like Mack probably didn’t understand that. Besides, she’d met and worked with plenty of deep-pocketed people who’d operated under the same method. They just hadn’t been so explicit about it.  

“I’ll have Charley bring a team out to do a preliminary site study.” 

“No. You.”

“Mack,” she sighed and brushed her hair out of her eyes, the wind just strong enough to play with it. “My expertise is in workspaces. Corporate towers, small buildings—it doesn’t matter. Not outdoor spaces. And this,” she said, gesturing at the field in front of them, “is an outdoor space. To do it right, we need the outdoor space expert. That’s Charley.”

He eyed her. “Is he nice?”

“She, and yes. But before you ask, yes, I’ll remain as team leader. I’ll be your contact, I’ll be the one at the top. Okay?”

He tapped the disc on his knee, as if thinking, but Tess knew better. He was stalling, trying to save face. “Okay,” he said at last. 

“So let’s talk about some basics,” she said, confident in this part, at least. “Will the field be used for other sports?”

He shrugged. “When I was here for an alumni weekend last spring, the current players were complaining that they aren’t allowed out here anymore and sharing field space with every other team is a nightmare.” He stood up and took a step forward, onto the bleacher in front of them, then looked over his shoulder at her. “Let’s go down. See how bad it is.”

It was a good idea, so she stood up. He put a hand under her elbow as they descended slowly, their feet ringing with each step, each bleacher’s particular bends and rips making what sounded like a different note. Thankfully for their route, all the bleachers were intact, even if some of them had been damaged so badly they slanted, usually forward. 

“Does it look to you like someone tried to set the field on fire?” he asked as they got to the bottom row of bleachers.

“Yes. And that hole in the turf over to the left… Seriously. I can’t believe they haven’t barricaded this place off, padlocked the entrances, and started filling it in.”

He snorted softly. “What else do you do with a hole in the ground if not put a stadium in it?”

“Lots of things, but this is the university, and ignoring it while it deteriorates is kind of on-brand.” She took a deep breath and turned in a circle, taking in the devastation, feeling the project begin to work on her. Replace the turf and all the fencing, none of which stood straight, fix the steps and bleachers… She narrowed her eyes at the press box. What could Charley come up with for that beast? And lights. They’d need to add lights, preferably solar powered. 

“Question for you,” she said.

“Let’s hear it.” He crossed his arms over his chest, spreading his feet a bit wider. 

“I’d need my team to measure to make certain, and we’d need the university to confirm this would be an Ultimate-only field, but what do you think of shrinking the field to regulation size and putting a track around it? Teams can use that for track workouts, right? And, again, we’d need to measure, but that area over there,” she pointed to the right, “could be a sheltered area of some sort. Something to keep your gear dry, maybe.” 

He was nodding, and some of his sadness had left him. “Yeah. All that would work. Do you have other ideas?”

“Not off the top of my head, but Charley will. Do you have ideas?” 

He shrugged. “Again, what’s possible?”

“It may not be about what’s possible so much as what’s functional. Bringing this up to basics might be painful. We might need to keep it simple.”

“I’m not sure I want to put my name on simple.”

She turned and looked up at the seating area. From here, it didn’t look so bad, but it was as forgotten and forlorn as any other property she made an initial visit to. It cried out for love, was embarrassed by its neglect, and it tantalized with its past history.  

In some ways, she’d been getting a similar vibe from Mack. 

“We absolutely can put your name on simple but well-done,” she said. “No shame in that. But,” she added as he opened his mouth, “simple doesn’t mean we can’t do something like look into running a water line. Or seeing what’s under the bleachers and maybe adding spaces for locker rooms. Or maybe we don’t even get that ambitious and instead spend some cash on really swanky fencing. But no matter what we do, it’ll be a safe field for the teams.” 

She hoped the field heard her. It was stupid, she knew, but it was a ritual she’d developed. Telling the project that its days of neglect and disrepair were over. That she was there, she saw it, she was going to help it. To her, it felt like the first step in the process.

“We’ll see what your team learns. A whole team, Tess?”

“Yeah,” she said and smiled, feeling the pride in his gaze. “We work in teams. Charley, Sanjit, and I head them up. Red’s the overwatch and the director. He makes the connections with the city’s politicians and movers and shakers, thank God. And Anchey runs the stuff no one sees—from the front desk, of all places. He loves that people see him first but unless they know us well, they don’t realize he’s the co-owner, and that changes how people treat him. So if you ever walk in, remember that. The business would fold without the dude at the front desk.” 

“Always.” He snorted softly. “I may have the fancy title, but I’d be lost without my assistant. It’s those invisible people who are the most important.” 

She eyed him and ducked around the broken fence so she could walk out onto the field, wanting to see the spot that had been set on fire. Why hadn’t it spread? 

Mack followed, going back to spinning the disc on his finger again. “Is this your dream job?”

“Mostly.”

“Mostly?”

“Nothing’s perfect. If I loved every aspect of it, something wouldn’t be right.” 

He nodded. “Perfection would be boring?” 

“You know it.” Of course he did. How many times had they both said that to each other?

“And what is perfect, anyway? What does it mean?” 

“Mack—”

He spread his hands out in one of those gestures of surrender. “You see why I had to do this now. I needed to see you, Tess. I need to know…” Again, he looked over her head at something distant. Tess was half-tempted to turn and see what he was looking at, but she doubted there was anything actually there.

He sighed. “I need to know if there’s a way out of this mess.”

“I’m not your savior,” she said. 

But he laughed, a sharp, brittle, pain-laced laugh that she’d never heard from him before. “Of course you’re not,” he said. “I am. Except I’m doing a lousy job of it and if things don’t turn around, Tess, I’m going to drown in my own attempts to save myself.”

“I can’t help you,” she insisted.

“I know,” he said and gave her such a sad smile, her heart tore in half. “Like I said, this is on me. And this,” he added, gesturing around the field, “is part of it. You’re going to lead the team who restores this field, and then I’m going to name it Field Emerson, and then I’ll find the next thing that used to be important to me. And once I put that right, I’ll go on to the next. And maybe in there, I’ll find my soul again.”

“The devil drives a tough bargain.”

“I never went down to the crossroads. That was Tristan and my grandfather Cullen, and maybe Great-Grand Patrick, but if anyone alive remembers him, they refuse to talk about him. I thought I was okay, but sometimes I think I might have been buried with Kelsey.” He turned away and coughed.

Tess pretended not to see him swipe a finger under his eyes—or the way his wedding band glinted as he did.  

“Losing her doesn’t have to be the end of everything.”

He tapped the disc against his leg. “Maybe it does. That’s what this is about. But if so, maybe I can at least save someone else’s future.” 

Tess thought about the Mack she’d loved. Unless he was studying, he couldn’t be still. He had to be moving, exploring, experiencing life. He was the guy who drove without the top on the Jeep and turned his face up to feel the wind and the sun. He was the guy who sailed through the air to catch a piece of plastic. It made sense that he’d start here, on his old field, in this quest. 

“We’ll get to work on this immediately.”

“But you’re my contact person,” he insisted.

“I am,” she confirmed again, starting to understand. She couldn’t save him, but she could hold him up as he saved himself.  








  
  
Two




It felt like everyone at the company was waiting for Tess’s return, although it was only the company principals—Charley, Sanjit, Red, and Anchey—who were in her office when she got back. They were the heart of Urban Renewal, and they’d been together for long enough now that she wasn’t surprised they wanted to hear about this new client, her old college buddy and what that meant. 

“So let’s hear it,” Red said, tilting his chair back on two legs and taking a drink of coffee. The light reflected on his bald head but wasn’t bright enough to turn his shirt transparent enough that they could see his tattoos.

Tess was glad she hadn’t given in to the temptation to fall apart on the drive back to the office. Mack was a mess, and the contrast between their lives had never been more obvious. In a way, it had been a confirmation that she’d been right to walk away from him. 

But if she hadn’t, would he be in this place? 

“The field’s in terrible shape,” she said, allowing herself to sink into the comfort of work. “Charley, wait until you see it. We’ve got our work cut out for us.” 

“Define terrible,” she said. “Did you get pictures?”

Tess froze. She always took pictures. She’d even bought herself a relatively nice DSLR camera too. But she’d been distracted by Mack and the camera had remained where it was. “Yeah,” she said, more than a touch ruefully. “I completely forgot.”

“So this is more than an old college buddy,” Charley said, giving her the once-over as if she were looking for evidence that Tess and Mack had found a place for a quickie. 

“It was enough of a surprise that it threw me off,” Tess said. “He left a clue, but I hadn’t picked up on it.”

“Should you have?” Red asked, setting his chair flat. There was something protective in that gesture, something that Tess appreciated. 

“If I had, I doubt I would have believed I was reading it the right way.” She paused and set her bag down on her desk. 

“What was it?” Sanjit asked. He blinked when Charley threw him a look. “What? So if he does it again, we’ll know.”

“He’s the only one who calls me Just Tess.”

“Just Tess?” he repeated. Everyone else stared.

“The first time we met, he asked what Tess was short for. First time we met, right? So I didn’t think anything of replying Just Tess.”

Red chuckled. Sanjit groaned.  

“Okay, so if you’ve got nothing until we get over there in an official capacity, and since you’re obviously okay after that mysterious summons, let’s break this up and get back to work,” Red said, taking another sip of coffee and setting the mug down so he could gather his tablets into a pile. He swept them up and grabbed his mug, but paused. “Tess. We owe Councilwoman Salveggio and a couple of the investors an update on Woolslayer. Want me to do it so you can get started on this?”

“Yes, please. Tell them things are great.”

With a nod, Red left, the door slowly closing, leaving Tess and Charley alone in Tess’s office.  

“Okay, what aren’t you saying?” Charley asked.

Tess took a deep breath and pushed the power button on her monitor. She called up a browser and opened a fresh tab, then typed Emerson Mackenzie in the search bar. 

Charley’s mouth fell open at what followed. “CEO of PharmaScience Technologies, young heir to the throne, latest in the Mackenzie family to run the company…” She took a step closer to the computer and pointed at a picture. “Click on that one.” 

Tess did—and realized she hadn’t been prepared for a picture of Mack in a tux, a gorgeous, slender blonde on his arm. As she fought to breathe, she checked the date; it had been earlier in the year. That must have been Kelsey. 

She slipped a hand beneath her hair and touched the tattoo. 

“Well, I’d do him,” Charley said and paused, turning to Tess and studying her for a long minute. “You did him.”

“I did.”

“More than once.” It wasn’t a question, and it encompassed more than a statement about sex. 

“Breaking up with him was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. And remember: my dad died when I was thirteen.” 

“So he’s the one who got away.”

“He’s the one I set free.” Why that was such an important distinction, she wasn’t sure. 

“Hmm.” Charley turned back to the screen. “Quite a beauty for a wife. What did he say about her?”

“She died two months ago.” 

“Oh.”

“Yeah.” She Xed out of the picture before Charley had finished looking at it, then sank into her desk chair. Charley hit the button to lower Tess’s desk, and waited for it to stop so she could sit on the edge of it. 

“So he’s technically available again, although two months is way too soon.”

“Even if it wasn’t, the underlying problems are all still there. I didn’t want his life—they are at least multi-millionaires, Char, and a big part of society up there in their swanky New York town. You know me. That life isn’t for me. I…” Tess stared out the window and rubbed her arms. “I’m a Tennessee girl from a working-class background. I had to make a choice.”

“And you’ve been waiting for someone like him ever since.” 

“No. Well, not deliberately.”

Anchey buzzed in. “Tess, your new client’s on the line. Can you pick up?”

Charley arched an eyebrow, but Tess answered, “Sure thing. Send it through. Hey,” she said to Mack as she picked up the receiver.

“Hey. I don’t have your cell or I’d have just texted you. After you left, I went and rattled some cages. Krista was right and having you officially on board makes all the difference. Your team’s got full access to the field, no worries, no issues, and if you get in touch with them, they’ll give you the VIP treatment. All of a sudden, they’re interested in getting this done.” Already, his voice had more energy. 

“Good,” Tess said, fluttering her fingers at Charley for a piece of paper and a pen. She wrote down what he’d just said, then asked him for his number. “I’ll be in touch,” she said as Charley slipped out of her office.

“You sure?” He sounded scared, maybe a little desperate, and she wasn’t sure why. She took a deep breath, reminding herself he wasn’t hers to fix. 

“Promise.”

“Okay, then I need one more favor.”

“If I can.” 

“I don’t have to be back at the airport until later. Where should I go for lunch?” 








  
  
Three




Krista was waiting on the couch in the family room when Mack got back to the house after his day in Port Kenneth. It was late, but of course she’d stayed up. She was still keeping a motherly eye on him, and he appreciated it. “And?” 

“She looks good,” he said, knowing she wanted to hear about Tess. He gave her an air kiss beside each cheek, then sat down on the same couch, pushing into the corner so he could turn and face her better, but it was Tess he was seeing: the way her jeans had fit and held her ass the way he used to, the hiking boots, the lightweight dark purple sweater she’d worn that had followed her curves without being as tight as those jeans. And silver dangling earrings, of course. “She’s more… womanly?” he said. “The tips of her hair are lavender and I don’t know,” he added on a sigh, trying not to think of those brown eyes that had locked onto him, the Cartieri bullshit detector, he’d once called them. One thing he knew not to mention was that Tess had a way of keeping him honest that surpassed any technique Krista had ever used. 

She nodded. “And the field?”

He told her about his victory with the university. She answered with a “hmph” and then asked how it was, being back. As if he didn’t go back every year for the team’s alumni weekends. As if every time he’d gone back, he hadn’t hoped he’d run into his Tess. 

“It’s a great little city. I had time to explore a bit of downtown, and it’s begging for serious development. I don’t know,” he said, shaking his head, “but it’s almost as if something about the place calls to me. Pulls at me. Like I belong there.”

“Emerson. It’s a city. It’s not alive.” 

“Maybe it’s just nostalgia.” But he didn’t think that. He couldn’t remember ever going downtown when he was in school, so the idea that he’d felt at home there made no sense.  

“Maybe you should take some time and learn your Mackenzie history already.”

He eyed her. “What does that mean?”

“You are overdue to understand more than company details, Emerson. Some of what you learn about the Mackenzies might surprise you.” 

“Does it tie into Port Kenneth? Mother, it’s hundreds of miles from here.” He shook his head. This was more than he could handle. The day had been long, and seeing Tess and talking to her about Kelsey had hurt. He wasn’t even sure what he’d told her. Had he even been coherent? 

But, as he’d known she would, she’d understood. Her soft East Tennessee accent had held the same caress as the air, soothing him somehow. 

“Tell me about the office,” he said. “What did I miss today?”

“Well, our respective assistants had another spat.”

“I’ll talk to Taylor,” he sighed. “But let’s face it: Among her other issues, Meryem hates that Taylor is nonbinary.”

Krista blinked and jerked her head back slightly. “Do you really think that?”

“Of course. PharmaSci is the domain of the old, straight white man, and Meryem was the most diverse hire at corporate until I brought Taylor in—and hiring an LBGTQ assistant opened the door to everyone else. Meryem’s lost her crown, she’s lost the power she had when you were more hands-on running things, and Taylor was the one who dethroned her, both in terms of diversity and power. And don’t deny Taylor’s an issue. You’ve heard Thomas’ comments.”

She pursed her lips slightly but didn’t say anything. 

“It’s been a long day. I’m going to go lift for a bit, then go to bed,” he said, bending down to give her another air kiss and immediately starting out of the room.

“Emerson?” 

He paused, his back to her. “Yes?”

“Will this be a good project for you? Will it,” she paused, and Mack pictured her licking her lips as she got too close to talking about those distasteful things called emotions, “will it help you heal?”

He closed his eyes briefly, picturing the surprise on Tess’s face when he’d thrown the disc at her feet, the way she’d settled into understanding exactly what he wasn’t able to tell her. 

“Maybe,” he said, knowing it wasn’t the answer she wanted, but unable to give her anything more than that. 








  
  
Four




October 6

The day had been crazy so far. Tess was working on three projects besides Field Emerson, and although each was in different phases, all three had decided that this was the day to be problematic. And she needed to get over to the Woolslayer neighborhood where, with Red’s help, she ran a business incubator for the local women. 

So when Tess’s phone buzzed with yet another text and she saw it was from Mack, her stomach sank. They’d texted once a week about the field and she’d sent him the first major update, which was that they’d been to the field and were working up the initial site study. It was where she expected to be four weeks after the initial meeting, maybe a little ahead of schedule.  

Just Tess! Had a thought. Does your team know enough about Ultimate? I know you personally do, but the rest of them?

Send me links? she replied. She’d been able to explain the basics: the size and dimensions of the field, the way the players hung out on the sidelines and their unique contributions to the play, seven players for each team on the field during a point. It had been basic and brief and hadn’t touched the heart and spirit of the sport.   

I can do that. Want video, too?

Only if it’s of you. She hit send before she realized what she’d typed, so when she saw it pop up on her screen, no longer something she could edit, she knew her eyes got big. She closed them and hoped that if she opened them again, it would be gone.

It wasn’t. 

I can do that, he replied, with no emojis or anything that would give her a hint about how he’d taken it. 

She set her phone down and mentally kicked herself. What was she doing? They had ended things—she had ended things—years ago, when he’d committed to going back to Lakeford and, with his mother’s help, overthrowing his father and taking over the family business. As if something as large as PharmaScience Technologies was a family business. It was the antithesis of the women she worked with.

Her phone buzzed. I’ll have my assistant send those links over. Their name’s Taylor, yes their pronouns are they/theirs, and don’t freak out when they refer to me as Emerson. Remember: I sold out.

Their pronouns? Are you sure you sold out?

Positive. I didn’t set out to hire a non-binary assistant, but wait until you meet them. Which you’ll do when they send you what you asked for. 

Got a lot going on, she answered, or afraid of how it’ll look if you send me a ton of links all featuring the great Mack?

Buried. This CEO stuff looks easy from the outside but that’s a lie to make people actually want to do this job. 

Tess didn’t respond at first, trying to envision what his life could possibly look like. Probably the suits and ties he’d always dreaded. Meetings upon meetings. 

Hey, Just Tess? Her phone pulled her out of her thoughts.

Yeah?

Now that we’re talking again, can we agree to Google stalk each other?

Like you haven’t been doing that all along?

Only a little bit. I had to find where you were so I could make sure I could hire you, but that was as far as I got.

Mack showing restraint? You really did sell out.

I warned you. Yes or no? Let the Google stalking begin?

Tess took a deep breath, her eyes closed. She held the breath, then opened her eyes and breathed out. Yes, she answered. 

You have no idea how much I’ve missed you.

And her phone went quiet, letting her turn her attention back to the more immediate fires. The quick break, she noticed immediately, had been good for her. She’d needed it. Sometimes the famous Cartieri laser focus wasn’t a good thing.

The rest of the day went quickly until she had to head over to Woolslayer. Once a month, she sat down with everyone renting space from her and discussed any problems they were having, either with the building or their business in general. She and Serenity Williams, one of her tenants and a life coach, had taken responsibility for setting up workshops for not only the other building tenants but any interested small business owner. They were getting a good reception about those, and Tess couldn’t always believe it, but people in Woolslayer seemed to like having her around.  

Sometimes she looked around and wondered what she was doing, the token privileged girl in the diverse group—as if the daughter of a high school art teacher and a manager at the glass factory was so privileged. What made her any different than they were? The fact that she had a college degree and a day job that paid her well? Well, some of them had college degrees and with her help, they’d all have jobs that paid them well. 

At times, it felt like they built her up as much as she tried to give them the tools to build themselves and each other. 

“So what else do you want or need?” she asked them once they’d gone through their agenda for the night. She had a list of issues in the building: a broken thermostat, a bird nest in a gutter on the roof, and more about the constant plumbing issues. Tess wondered if it came from little kids in the babysitting center flushing things they shouldn’t. Two of the women needed desks, and Rivka, the psychologist, was getting rid of her starter couch in favor of something that was actually purchased new; did anyone want it? 

No one did. 

Tess frowned. Usually, they were more forthcoming. That meant at least one of them was sitting on something big.

“Let’s hear it.”

“We need something to bring us and the community together,” Serenity said, looking around at the group. Tess noticed there were a few nods, but also a few of the women looked down at the ground. 

Janeesa, the real estate agent, shook her head. “I don’t agree. We are the community. What are you looking for, exactly?”

“Clients,” Serenity said. “We should be serving the Woolslayer community.”

“That’s what I am here to do,” Janeesa said, her frustration coloring her voice.

“I serve the neighborhood,” Binh said. “There’s no other day care or babysitting in Woolslayer.”

“Other than you,” Serenity said to Binh with a regal nod, “how many people in the community are educated about what the rest of us do?”

“So you need help with marketing,” Tess said before Serenity could stir the situation up into something heated. “That’s not so hard.”

Gerri, who insisted she was the only Puerto Rican to get a Reiki certification, snorted. “Girl, you do not understand. Who’s going to listen to a bunch of women?”

“You all have websites, right? Those are gender-neutral.”

She was met with blank stares. 

“Okay, there’s our starting point.” As mouths opened to protest, she stood up, holding her hands out, her coffee cup still clutched in one. “Hold on. Trade Creation already has a web person. Of course, if we can find a neighborhood someone to handle all of us, including TC, that would be better, but maybe that’s a goal to work toward.” She paced to the back of the room and spun. “But for now, let me talk to the woman I’ve already got in place.” She paced back to the front. “This would be a great opportunity to freshen up my home page, too, so let’s think about getting together for group pictures, as well. Every one of you should be featured on the Trade Creation site. You are all success stories I should be bragging about.” 

The women didn’t look sold. Tess understood; most weren’t online much, if at all. But if they started with web content, maybe they could then put together press kits, and from there, maybe they could find themselves a media contact and build a solid foundation for the business incubator as a whole and each woman and her business individually…

She could see how it would all work, and she explained it to them. “Anything else?” she asked when the conversation had exhausted itself. She stifled a yawn. “It’s been a long day and I haven’t gotten to work out yet, either.” Honestly, instead of the gym, she’d rather take a walk. If it weren’t dark and getting cold, she would. There was an intriguing trailhead only a few blocks from the incubator, and she had been wanting to check it out for some time now.

This wasn’t the time for it, though. The last thing she needed was to be one of those women who showed up on the news, stupid enough to go walking alone in an unknown area after dark. 

But wow, that trailhead called to her. 

Once back at her place, she changed into leggings and an oversized t-shirt and settled on the couch with her tablet and a cup of tea. Now that she and Mack had agreed to Google stalk each other, it was time.

Finding information about him wasn’t hard. PharmaSci was often in the news, but now, it was nice to see most of the news was positive. Before Mack had taken over, the stock had been stagnant, going back to a controversial drug, SH-34, that they had rushed to human testing. Seven people had died from it, including Tess’s father. The company had been able to stop the stock from plummeting farther than it had, but once Mack’s father had stepped down and Mack had taken over as CEO—in his twenties, which, Tess figured, went to show how awful Tristan had been—the stock was rising again.  

The youngster CEO had turned himself into the thing he’d sworn he’d never be: a good Mackenzie man. 

Tess tracked the changes he’d made at PharmaSci, including pulling out of some of the more risky and controversial drug development his father had loved so much. There had never been any doubt he’d do that. Not after they’d had some very hard conversations that essentially went Your dad killed mine and now you and I are lovers and what’s wrong with this picture? 

He’d made good on another promise, too, Tess saw: He’d restored the company’s mission away from profit and back toward wellness. She wasn’t sure what that meant, exactly, given that they were a company that focused on drugs for sick people, and wondered if it was worth her time to dig further. 

First, though, she wanted to know about this mysteriously dead wife. Tess found the picture she and Charley had discovered. Kelsey had been as expected: as blonde and beautiful and close to a physical clone of Mack’s mother as possible. 

But as Tess looked at the pictures, she paused. There was something off about Kelsey. Her expression was blank, like she was drugged or had checked out, mentally.

Tess wondered which it was. She texted the link to her best friend.

Something’s not right there, Jamie texted back. She looks traumatized somehow—and not in that Mack’s-having-too-much-fun way. But he sure looks good. He also looks like he’s very solicitous of her. Like he cares, but I’m not seeing love between them. I saw Mack in love. I know what it looks like, and this isn’t it.

He told me there wasn’t any.

Wasn’t?

Tess related what little she knew of the story. With a deep breath, she closed all the sites with information about Mack. She’d seen enough. He had become exactly who she hadn’t wanted to be with.

Tess?

Yeah?

You okay seeing all this? Working with him?

Yeah. It’s over between us. He’s living that life I refused to have.

Doesn’t mean you can’t or won’t still have feelings.

I’m not Mrs. Mackenzie material. But she looked around her condo and wondered just what sort of material she was. 
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October 7

“Tess,” Red said when she got to the office the next day. 

She knew a summons when she heard it. 

“How’d it go with the business ladies last night?” he asked when she shut his office door behind her, pausing to make sure the clear glass turned opaque. 

“I have a list of repairs and things they need.” 

Red held out his hand for it and fluttered his fingers when she wasn’t immediately forthcoming. 

“You can’t keep doing this,” she said, holding her tablet to her chest. “It’s my problem to solve.” 

“It’s our problem to solve. I’m your overlord.”

She tried to hide the grimace that wanted to come out. “Believe me, I’m not going to forget that so fast.” 

“You sound resentful.”

“No, not at all.” She paused, looking out the window. Red had the best view of all of them, which was fitting. Sometimes, Tess thought if she had that view, she’d barely get any work done. Then again, she rarely looked at the view she did have. “I’m just stressed. I’ve been putting in more time here, as you know, and I feel like I’m not taking care of the Woolslayer ladies the way I need to. And now I need to get everyone websites and update the Trade Creation site.”

“You’re doing fine.”

“It doesn’t feel fine. It feels like I’m juggling a set of really precious and fragile gems and if I drop one, I’ll stop being your golden child and live in shame and infamy the rest of my life.” 

“You put too much pressure on yourself.”

She cocked an eyebrow. “Ya think?” 

Anchey stuck his head in the office. “Tess, you didn’t tell me Emerson Mackenzie was coming in for an update. There’s nothing on your calendar and the conference room has Charley and some of the juniors in it…” He gave Tess a bewildered look, which she returned. 

“What’s he doing here?” she asked.

“He said you’d want to see him. I tried to tell him he needed an appointment, but he told me you’d make time.”

“That’s true, but…” She looked to Red for help, but he was watching the conversation unfold, his coffee cup in one hand, frozen halfway to his mouth. 

“Small conference room?” Tess asked, feeling like her eyes had grown huge and had, maybe, gotten stuck that way.

“Felicia’s spread out in it. She might be working on his field, in fact. I’m not sure.”

“Okay,” Tess said, closing her eyes and looking deep for patience. “Let’s go get him. I’ll take him to my office if you’ll check with Felicia to see if she’s got anything for him.” She turned to Red and widened her eyes even more at him as Anchey left.

Red finished lifting his coffee to his mouth, the lines at his eyes crinkling just over the edge of the mug as he sipped. “This sort of spontaneous disruption might be exactly what you need,” he said.

Tess whipped around, her hands at her sides, her eyes narrowing. “Not this kind!”

Red chuckled and set his mug down. “Send me that list of repairs and I’ll get someone on it. Oh, and don’t close your office door. Or if you do, remember the rules.”

“Red!”

“You good if I send Reggie the plumber over to look at the water issue?”

“He’s ignored the last three calls I’ve put in to him.”

“I’ll talk to him about that, too,” Red said with a frown.

“Just Tess?” Mack’s voice was loud and echoey, like he’d left reception and was in the hallway.  

“Mackenzie?” Red asked her as she fought the urge to cover her face with both hands and weep.

“In all his disruptive glory,” she said. 

“He is just what you need.”

“Red. Stop and think, will you? His wife’s been gone for what? Three months now? And I dumped him. The reasons I did that haven’t changed.”

“Just don’t shut your door, Tess. Or if you do, remember the rules,” he repeated.

“Oh, you!” With a head shake, Tess left Red’s office, making a beeline for Mack. “Wasn’t expecting to see you today,” she told him in greeting, stopping just out of range in case he wanted to hug her. 

She couldn’t bear being hugged by Mack, let alone while she was in front of her coworkers. It didn’t help that he still looked good, in a green collared shirt and tan dress pants—very expensive dress pants, she noted. She wasn’t sure if it was her imagination or if some of her coworkers were giving him appreciative looks of their own.

He shrugged. “I had to get out of town. And I like it here. Port Kenneth, I mean. It feels like coming home somehow.” 

“Next time, let us know so we can be ready for you.” She started toward her office, deliberately putting her back to him so she couldn’t see his expression. She’d put a little chill into her voice and she was willing to bet he was kicking himself for not thinking about her needs. 

At least, the Mack she knew would have. 

“I just figured you’d like the surprise,” he said in a small voice and fell into step beside her. He craned his head to look at everything he could, she noticed. “This place is pretty cool.”

“Thanks,” she said and motioned to her office. “You’re the client,” she sighed when he just stood there. “You go in first.” 

“Oh,” he said and started forward. “I guess that makes sense. I’m not used to being the client. Sorry.” He shook his head. 

She motioned him to the small table to the right of the door, but he either didn’t see her or was ignoring her because he got busy examining the art on the walls. 

She decided to take the time and clear off the table so they’d have a space in which to work. “Mack, it’s a bad day, isn’t it?” she asked softly.

He turned to her, surprise on his face melting away as he took her in, head to toe. She had worn black leggings and a loose magenta camisole, with a rose-colored long jacket over it, and ballet flats. It was her usual in-office look, but his smile made her think he liked something about it. “I should have known you’d see through me.” He grimaced and looked up, over her head, rubbing the back of his neck. “I didn’t love her, Tess. Why is it so hard?”

“Jamie’s the therapist, not me, but I suspect she’d say you’re either denying the fact you did love her, or you feel guilty you didn’t love her the way you loved me.”

The quick, electrified way he jerked his hand away from his neck told her it was the latter. 

“I figured, in time… it’d grow, you know? I thought we had our lives in front of us.” He snorted and turned his back to her. “Then again, I thought other things about you and me that turned out not to be true, so why do I keep coming back to the idea that Kelsey and I were going to get old together?”

“You hoped,” Tess told him, wishing she was bold enough to reach out and touch him. Instead, she folded her arms over her chest and hoped she didn’t look like she was hugging herself. “And that’s okay,” she continued. 

“It’s been months,” he said and sank onto her couch. He braced his elbows on his thighs and cradled his head in his hands and again, Tess wanted to go to him and hold him. 

“Give it time. I know that’s the worst answer ever, but it’s really all you can do. And go easier on yourself for not loving her. You need to do that, too.”

Anchey knocked at her mostly closed door before sticking his head in. “Yes to Felicity working on your project right now.” He looked from Tess to Mack and back at her again, raising his eyebrow in a question. She dropped her arms and lifted her chin, ready to defend and protect Mack, but he stood up, so Anchey continued. “She said it might be easier if you go to her since she’s spread out in there.” 

“Let’s go,” she said, motioning to Mack, who was frozen in front of a black and white photograph of a shattered glass door that she’d taken about a year ago, the light catching the shards, darkness filling the spots where the glass had fallen away. 

“This,” he said softly.

Tess motioned to Anchey and went to stand beside Mack. He put his hand on her shoulder, gently, like he was afraid to. 

His hesitation wasn’t why she let it stay. 

“Who’s the photographer? Think they’d make me a copy of this?”

“I am, and it’s no big deal. I got lucky.”

“When did you turn into a photographer?”

“I didn’t. Like I said, I was on site and this caught my eye and I got lucky.” 

“I doubt that,” he said and tilted his head toward the door. “Lead on.”

She did, and Felicia mercifully had information for them. They spent so long poring over the plans that Anchey stuck his head in. “Shall we order in for a late lunch?” 

“Is—” He gulped. “Tess, can we— It’s probably too far out of the way—”

“English, Mack.”

“Burger Emporium? Any chance?” He looked so hopeful, giving her the best version of his puppy dog eyes that she wondered how she’d ever built up an immunity to them. 

Just as fast, he regained his composure, sitting back, one hand on his chest like he was holding his tie in place. Tess cocked her head, recognizing the gesture. Holding his tie… she’d never realized that’s what he was doing. It was such an ingrained habit in him that she’d wondered, of course, but back then, no one had worn ties. They were college students.

And he’d been a kid who’d grown up in an environment where ties had been required. 

“No,” she said heavily and at length. “No chance.”

Felicia looked between them. “Burger Emporium? What’s that?”

“Was,” Tess said. “Used to be our favorite place. It was out in Covington.”

“Best burgers I’ve had,” Mack said. He sighed heavily and shook his head, his eyes closed. “Just Tess, pick something.”

“Have your tastes changed?” 

“Gotten snobbier, I’m sure,” he said with another sigh, then stood up. “On second thought, maybe you’re right and this wasn’t such a good idea. I should get back home, see what’s tried to blow up while I’ve been gone.” 

Before Tess could get up to guide him out, he left the conference room.

She had to chase after him; he’d gone the wrong way. “We still have things to discuss,” she said, eyeing him. “About the field. Let’s bring in sushi and get back to work.”

He leaned against a wall, in between two pictures, his eyes squeezed shut. “Maybe this was a bad idea. The whole thing. You’re right; I know better than to show up uninvited. Just… you get so used to everyone dropping everything when you walk in that I wasn’t thinking.”

“Mack?” 

He smiled slightly, but Tess thought it was tinged with sadness. “Man, I miss being Mack.” 

“Yeah? I Google stalked you, you know. Looks like you’re doing good things.”

“Yeah, and it’s Emerson who’s doing it. I didn’t entirely lose Mack, but it feels like he’s in hiding or something. I was hoping if I showed up, good old spontaneous Mack…” 

Tess grabbed him by the wrist and pulled him back to the conference room. Felicia hadn’t left. “Fe, would you and Anchey come up with some sushi for lunch, and we’ll get back to work in a few?”

“Sushi? Good thinking. Soup or salad?”

“Sure,” Mack and Tess said in unison. They locked eyes and for a second, Tess forgot where they were. 

But then the unhappiness slid back over Mack’s eyes and the spell was broken. 
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October 14

Aweek after his impromptu trip, Mack met his mother for lunch, greeting her with the proper air kisses, holding his tie in place so it wouldn’t hit her as he leaned forward and down. If he’d ever dared to roll his eyes at her, this would have been the perfect time, since he knew perfectly well she would stand up to greet anyone else. And for anyone else, he’d have skipped the tie. 

“Sit, Emerson,” she said. “We have much to discuss.” 

“Go ahead,” he said, glancing at the small plates covering the table as he took a seat. She’d remembered and asked them to go easy on the balsamic drizzle over the fresh mozzarella. 

She surprised him with a smile. “I heard from Tristan. He has bought property in Tahiti now and still has no intentions to return or interfere with our project.”

Mack couldn’t help it; he grinned as he put his napkin on his lap.

But his mother was frowning. “Removing him from our lives was only one step in a long process. Don’t start getting cocky.” She gave him a long look. “You are the current Mackenzie. He understands that.” 

He wondered what parts of her soul she’d had to give up to make sure of that. 

“I always thought getting me to take over was his only mission. That, and trashing the company so thoroughly, I’d have no company to take over. As if Cullen hadn’t tried that already.” He paused. Krista hadn’t liked his grandfather; she’d never made a secret of that. But he’d lately wondered if that was because Cullen had recognized her ambition and been threatened by it. PharmaSci was, after all, the Mackenzie family legacy. Only a Mackenzie could be at the helm.

Certainly, his former father-in-law had wanted it, regardless of that rule. That’s what had led Kelsey to…

He cut that thought off and focused on his mother.

“If Tristan or Cullen let it spiral out of control, it’s only because they would never listen to my input.”

“Which has been golden. Thanks for that.” 

Krista’s one-shoulder shrug was cool and elegant, but Mack watched her fight a smile. He and his mother had never had much of a relationship until the day he’d demanded Tristan set things right with the families of the victims of experimental drug SH-34. That had triggered something and Krista had come for him, although, to be fair, when she laid it all out, it wasn’t a hard decision to make. It was losing Tess that had been excruciating. 

It was a genuine coincidence, so far as anyone seemed to know, that one of the seven families involved with SH-34 had been Tess’s. But learning that had set everything into motion: he’d forced Tristan to set it right, Krista had showed up the very next night, and Mack had begun seeing and appreciating a whole new side of her. His mother was savvy. Tristan was all the bigger fool for not seeing that and valuing it.

This was the first time in all the years that he’d thanked her. She’d guided him, helped him curry favor with the board and gain their approval to overthrow his father, and now she was helping him reimagine the business that had been passed down through generations of Mackenzie men. 

“That’s the first thing,” she said and led him through a quick discussion of other outstanding issues they’d been working on.

“And one more thing,” Mack added when she finished, tapping his napkin to his lips. 

“Go ahead.”

“I’ve been doing rough cost comparisons, and do you know how much money we’d save if we moved the corporate headquarters to another city?”

She set down her fork and paused, her hands returning to her lap. “PharmaSci has deep roots in Lakeford.” 

“And it’s incredibly expensive to be here. If we moved to one of these up-and-coming cities that’s offering massive tax breaks, put in as many green features as we could, and even paid to move every employee in the current corporate headquarters, we’d still save a nice chunk of change every year. And that’s just preliminary figures.”

He let out a breath when she cocked her head. “Let me look into it,” she said at last, picking her fork back up and spearing a grilled artichoke heart. “Now,” she said after she’d chewed and swallowed, “this may not be the most welcome of discussions, but we need to have a serious talk about your status as a widower.”

Mack set down his water glass and sat back in his chair, eyeing her. Part of him knew he should have expected this, but that didn’t mean that made it an easier discussion. “You said six months, Mother. We’re not there yet.” 

“I did, but something happened today that we need to discuss.”

Mack groaned. 

“Yes, it’s that bad,” Krista said, folding her hands in her lap and tucking her feet, crossed at the ankle, underneath her chair. “I ran into Alyssa Schoenstrom today. She seems to fully expect to be your next wife.” 

There were no words. 

“Emerson? Now, I am sure you’ll agree that Alyssa would barely be a suitable partner for you. I don’t think she would stop to consider your needs and wants.”

“Mother, Alyssa’s the girl who slept with everyone in our high school class except me. Guys, girls, she didn’t care so long as I knew how much contempt she had for me.”

“High school wasn’t your best self.” 

“You noticed?” He cocked an eyebrow at her. “I know you’d like to see me and Tess together. But remember, she walked away because she didn’t want to be part of this world. She didn’t want the money, the power, the games—none of it.”

“But you just told me you want to be where she is. Why, if not to be with her?”

“Maybe I just want her as a friend. If you haven’t looked lately, I don’t have many.”

“You’ve been busy, your attention on PharmaSci.”

“That’s not likely to change anytime soon. And neither is Tess’s attitude,” he said, wondering what it would take for her to understand.  

“Well, tell me how the field is coming.”

“Do you want to hear about the field,” Mack asked tiredly, “or more about Tess?”

“What’s the difference?” 
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October 15

Red paused, his coffee cup mere centimeters from his lips. “Tess, in my office,” he said and took the sip that meant the daily status meeting was over. 

Tess paused to talk to Anchey a minute before following Red. “What’s up?”

“Reggie went out and took a look at your building. The problem’s not the babysitting business. Good choice with the toilets in there, by the way. He says they’ll flush pretty much anything.”

Tess smiled. 

“The building is sound. You did a good job replumbing it, except—”

She braced herself. They’d had to gut the old building; it had stood empty for so many years, the roof had started to rot, water had gotten in, floors had fallen apart. It had probably been a week away from being condemned when Tess had bought it. Maybe that’s why the city had sold it for a song. Or maybe it had been Red’s influence. Either way, she was grateful. 

Red tapped a pen against his coffee cup. “The problem isn’t the job, or the building.”

Understanding hit and Tess winced. “It’s streetside.” 

Red nodded. 

“And that’s city property,” she continued, thinking out loud, “which means… oh, Red, just shoot me now. Don’t tell me I have to deal with it.” 

“We’re not done,” he said, holding the pen up as if to focus her attention. “That entire block, at a minimum, needs attention.”

“In a working-class, highly diverse area that most people like to avoid.” 

They fell quiet for a minute, Tess telling herself not to panic. There was going to be a solution to this. There had to be. 

Good thing she had Red at her back. 

He started tapping his pen against his coffee cup. After a long minute, he stopped and said, “Think there’s a photographer in the neighborhood who can capture some beauty and vibrancy around the area? We need the best of what your building and the rest of that block can give. Let’s hit the city council and the mayor’s office with every possible reason to take action, and fast, before we’re looking at a worst-case scenario.”

“We should just accept that’s where we’re going to end up.”

“And the hope is that if we can take action and get the city to prioritize this before it’s a problem, it’ll save them money in emergency repairs and a longer closure later.” 

“Do we really have the clout to do this?” Tess asked. She stared out the window, looking in the direction of her building. Although it was walking distance away, she couldn’t see it through the rest of the fringes of downtown Port Kenneth. Her beloved building—and the people who occupied it. They deserved for her to do battle for them. 

“Us? No. That’s where the court of public opinion is going to come in. And maybe a city councilperson or two.” Red shot her a quick grin, the one that told her he was already two steps ahead.

“Why do you keep doing this for me?” But she was beyond grateful, and they both knew it.

“Bunch of reasons,” he said and picked up his coffee cup. “I don’t want to lose you, I think you can be more than the excellent self you are for us here, and you make the company look good.” He held his cup out in a sort of toast. “And it’s fun. But right now? Get busy so I don’t have to fire you for being a slacker.”

“That’ll be the day,” Tess laughed as she turned to leave, already coming up with a game plan.

Unfortunately, it would have to wait. She had a full day of projects already, and she hadn’t heard from Mack since his visit. She was overdue to talk to him. 

Two days later, she was still waiting for Mack, but she had managed to make time to sit down with Serenity. They could have done it over text, but Tess loved it when she could spend time in the neighborhood. It was a comfortable place to be, where people knew each other and talked to each other, unlike where she lived. “Do you know someone in the neighborhood who is good with a camera?” she asked and outlined why. 

Serenity took a minute to think. “There’s that young woman who takes pictures every day and puts them on social media,” she said after the pause had started to get long. “But she’s left the neighborhood and is adamant about not returning. Let me talk to people, and then we’ll go to war.” She patted Tess’s knee. “It seems like a lot, but it’s not more than you can conquer.”

“On the one hand, I know you’re right, and this is actually going to be a fun fight that fits with our idea of being more visible in the neighborhood, but on the other hand, I hate that we’re all going to have to put resources into this.”

“These are the things that pull a community together.” 

There was no argument for that. And since she was back in Woolslayer, she decided to go check out that trailhead she’d been curious about.

Just as she got there, though, her mother called. The trail, once again, would have to wait.

Good thing it wasn’t going anywhere.








  
  
Eight




October 22

“You needed this,” Jamie told Tess the following weekend after they’d snuck away from Jamie’s husband and twins and headed out along that trail that Tess kept trying to explore. 

“So did you,” she agreed, picking her way along. When they’d gotten up to it, they’d discovered it wasn’t actually a trailhead and now that they were probably a hundred steps in, it was nothing more than a deer trail. They had debated bagging it, but Tess had been too curious. “What if it’s something?” she’d asked Jamie. “And we’re together. What’s the worst that happens?”

“We find some creepy axe murderer who’s fast enough to take us both out?” Jamie answered and motioned Tess ahead. 

“I’m not sure if we needed the time away from everything or just an adventure in general,” Tess said, holding a branch out of her way. 

“Well, I needed the excuse to sneak away from Hank and the twins. I will admit that freely.” 

“If I didn’t know any better, I’d wonder if you liked them,” Tess teased. The trail took them along a fence, one of those traditional wooden split-rail fences. On the other side, the grasses had grown knee high and looked undisturbed. Interestingly, even though the side she and Jamie were on was forested, there were no saplings of any size inside the fence. 

Tess paused for a minute, studying what was in front of her. Was the area enclosed by something she couldn’t see, and some sapling-eating animal was stuck inside? How could there be zero trees inside the fence and a forest outside? Even right along the fence line, where you’d expect the two different habitats to mingle, there were clear lines. 

There were spots in the city where trees had been planted on the edges of the sidewalk. The concrete in spots had been upended and any available soil nearby was often full of renegade trees.

This made no sense. She opened her mouth to ask Jamie what she made of it, but Jamie had continued walking—and talking. 

“They’re twins: they’re rambunctious, they’re cute, and they’re mine, so I’m stuck with them,” Jamie was saying, “and the scary part is that I don’t mind. Good thing; I don’t think the baby store takes returns.”

Tess chuckled at the idea of a baby store and scrambled to catch up. “And how’s Hank? I haven’t seen him in eons.” 

“He’s Hank. Solid, dependable, the love of my life.”  

They followed the trail along the fence line. Nothing changed: forest outside, grassy plain inside, and not a clue as to how or why. 

“Marriage is hard,” Jamie sighed at length, just as Tess was about to ask her opinion on the strange vegetation. 

Tess stopped walking. “Marriage is hard? What gives?”

Jamie grabbed at a long piece of grass underneath the bottom piece of fence. “Tell me about you and Mack.”

Tess snorted. “There is no me and Mack. We’re working on a project together. That’s it. That’s all it can be.” 

“Yeah, but… You said he’s widowed. What else?”

“I have no idea. We haven’t talked about much beyond the field.”

Jamie’s eyes got huge. “What? Tess? For real? You and Mack not talking about everything under the sun?”  

“For now. I’m okay with it,” she said although she was struck by a pang that might have been a bolt of lightning, and she glanced at the sky. Still blue and beautiful. Not a storm cloud in sight. 

“Talk to me,” Jamie said.

“Why? Don’t you get enough of people talking to you all day at work?”

“Yes, but this is you, and besides, I don’t want to think.” 

“That’s not a good sign.” Tess turned and started walking again. 

“Hank’s thinking of quitting his job and going the start-up route. But at the same time, what he really really wants is to be a stay-at-home dad to the boys.”

Tess froze at that bombshell. “Can’t say I blame him,” she said after a breeze had fluttered their hair and the trees around them, a few red and orange leaves fluttering past them. Even the grasses inside the fence bowed. “They say kids are little for such a short time.”

“And that’s my issue,” Jamie said, finger combing her hair. She let out a big breath. “We have savings and I’m making a good salary. But on the other hand, we have preschool tuition for two coming up and we should be saving for college now, and then there’s the day-to-day costs of taking care of four of us…”

“It sounds like you’re expecting him to stay home.”

“I kind of am. He really wants to, and it’s only another year until they’re in preschool, which will give him a couple hours a week to work on a start-up or as a part-time consultant.” She glanced at Tess. “I think it’s the whole idea of a start-up that scares me the most. One salary, we can manage… for a while. Consulting isn’t as steady, but that’s about networking and being available when you’re needed, and Hank’s always had great timing.”

Tess nudged her and Jamie chuckled. 

“Business, Tess.”

“I didn’t say anything.” 

“A start-up just seems so… big. Risky.” She looked out over the grasses. “Like it could rip your heart out and eat it while it still beats.” 

They were quiet for a minute, watching the grassy area behind the fence.

“Why aren’t there any trees in there?” Tess asked. 

“What?” Jamie turned to her. “Where did that come from?”

“Look. There’s no trees. But think about the city. Trees do everything they can to grow in the middle of all that concrete. Why? What’s going on?”

Jamie shrugged. “Maybe it’s the type of tree. Maybe the city trees like close quarters and that”—she pointed to the pasture—“is not close quarters. C’mon. Let’s go.” 

Tess started forward once more, realizing that she could only see the trail to the corner of the grassed-in area. Did it continue around the corner?  

It did, and when she rounded it, Tess skidded to a stop, Jamie squealing and knocking into her from behind. “Tess! What did you do—oh, hello.”

An elderly man stood in the trail, which still wasn’t wide enough for one person, let alone for Tess and Jamie to have passed him. His hair, what there was of it, was white and bushy. His eyebrows matched, and he wore a sweatshirt that said WOOLSLAYER JUNIOR HIGH in faded grey letters that once might have been silver. 

“Didn’t anyone tell you two this is no place to be?” he asked, squinting as he looked them over, as if he needed glasses. 

“I tried—” Jamie said, but Tess nudged her quiet.

“No,” she said. “I was curious what’s here.”

The old man nodded toward the fenced-in area. “That’s what’s here.”

“So I see. But what is it? And why are there no trees in it?”

“Used to be a farm. A sheep farm, of all the cockamamie things.”

“A sheep farm?” Tess tilted her head down so she could look up at the man. “For real.”

“For real. And you shouldn’t be here. For that matter, I shouldn’t be here, but at least I know what I may find.”

“And what’s that?” She crossed her arms over her chest and waited, acutely aware of Jamie shifting her weight, probably expecting the guy to pull out an axe and chase them.

“I don’t know if you hold with any of the old beliefs, but this land has seen more than its share of human misery, and it’s held on to it. This land cries out for love, but no one can get near it long enough to love it and exorcise the blood and the deaths.”

Tess gazed at the overgrown pasture. As she looked at it, she could feel something, something dark, threatening, and creepy—or maybe she was telling herself to, since the man was telling her that it was there. But if he was right, maybe it explained the lack of trees? “Who owns it?”

“No one’s sure. There’s lots of stories, but they’re just stories.”

“No one’s been down to City Hall to look at the records?”

The man shrugged. “Most of us try to stay away from that place. Most of us try to avoid this place, too.”

“Most. But not you.”

He turned and looked out over the field. “Every so often, I like to come out this way. I hear them, you know. The spirits. They talk and I listen.” He turned his light brown eyes on Tess. “You probably think I’m just some crazy old Black man.”

“I’m not sure what to think except that I doubt your being Black has anything to do with it.” 

“Well, take it from old Harald. Being Black has everything to do with it, but that don’t mean this is a place to spend your time. It works on a person, gets under their best intentions.”

“It is creepy back here,” Jamie said. 

“You’re lucky you ran into me. You girls should head back. No sense in bad things happening to the both of us if the spirits get stirred up.”

Tess opened her mouth to argue, then closed it. There was no doubt he believed what he was saying. 

“Yeah,” she said. “We should go.” She pointed over her shoulder.

“Good idea,” Jamie said and was halfway to the bend in the trail before Tess and the old man stopped staring each other down. 

“What was that?” Jamie asked when Tess had caught up to her. It wasn’t easy; Jamie wasn’t exactly dawdling.

“Ten times better than an axe murderer?” Tess asked, and the two of them chuckled, more out of relief than because Tess had been funny. “But beyond that, I’m not sure.” She gazed at the grass… had this been a sheep pasture at one time? And what was that about human misery? And why hadn’t the forest encroached?

“I think that puts you up one,” Jamie said, her pace not slowing any. “You have this place and Mack, and I only have Hank’s situation.”

“Why are we counting?” That was one of Jamie’s cardinal rules: no keeping score. 

“Because it’s that or scream as I run back to our cars.”

“We’re fine,” Tess told her. “Slow down. Nothing happened. I mean, not really.” She glanced over her shoulder, half-expecting the old man to be watching them, but he hadn’t followed them. 

She wasn’t sure how she felt about that. 

“You were telling me about Hank staying home with the boys.”

Jamie glanced at her, almost as if she resented Tess steering the conversation away from anything potentially creepy. “There’s just so much to work out. Like days like this, for example. I can’t be running out on him if he’s the parent on duty most of the time. I’ll be stuck at home with the boys every weekend.” She eyed Tess. “You should come help me. You can be Aunt Tess.” 

“Me? I’m awful with kids.”

As they came into the clearing at the trailhead, Jamie gave her a mischievous smile. “But you need to learn, now that Mack’s back in your life.”

“First off, he’s a client. And second, he’ll probably just hire nannies.”

“Mack? Nah. He’ll be crawling on the floor with those kids and you’ll be wondering how many adults are in the family.”

“Sounds like Hank.” 

“He is a fantastic father.” Jamie hugged herself. “I just don’t know…”

“Do you have to decide now?”

Jamie eyed her, but Tess shrugged. So what if it had been the question Jamie would have asked, if the situation were reversed? It was a good question. The therapist didn’t own a monopoly on good questions. 

“It’ll work out,” Tess said. “Even if, yes, I have to come over on some Saturday morning while Hank’s out doing guy things and we let the boys make messes with syrup after we make them pancakes.”

“They’re a little young for that.”

“Nope,” Tess said. They stood between their cars and Tess felt a pang. She didn’t want this adventure to end, even though she was dying to see if she could learn anything about a strange sheep farm on the outskirts of town. “But for the record, I was probably the kids’ ages when my dad got me started with his weekend rituals.” It was her favorite memory of her father: his French maid’s apron, his weekly attempt at pancakes, grabbing her mother first and then Tess and dancing them around the kitchen until the pancakes burned and they all went out for a big breakfast buffet. Usually he’d take the apron off, but every so often, he’d declare he had to wear it so everyone could see the evidence of how hard he’d tried to provide for his wife and daughter. “The perfect family,” he used to say and would grab Tess’s mother for another waltz around the kitchen while Tess laughed and clapped. 

No wonder she’d fallen so hard for Mack. He’d had that same spirit.

“Thinking about Mack again?” Jamie asked. “And don’t deny it. You always get this expression when you do.”

Tess shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. We should probably get going.” 

“Nice avoidance technique. Don’t be afraid to embrace the inevitable return of Mack in your life.”

“Can I declare him off-limits?”

Jamie produced her car key. “You can try, but don’t expect to succeed.” 

“You’re as bad as he ever was,” Tess muttered.  
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October 29

Mack paused before he opened his bedroom door. Krista would be in the house somewhere, lying in wait for him, and he wasn’t in the mood. He was already on the verge of being late for practice, and being late for practice meant the whole team did extra sprints. 

Because of him, the whole team did extra sprints fairly often. 

He tried sneaking out through the kitchen, but lying in wait meant she had all exits covered. He really needed to look into an escape route out one of the windows in his rooms. It was a two-floor suite. One of the windows on the ground floor was bound to be in the right spot that he could jump through it from time to time. 

“Emerson?”

He pulled out his phone and sent a text to the group. Late again. He checked the time; he had about a minute to spare before the notification was considered late and they’d run sprints anyway, with extra for him. He’d just made it so the whole team wouldn’t suffer. Only him. He always got the extra. 

“Emerson? I know you’re there.”

With a propriety he didn’t feel, he turned to his mother as she appeared in the kitchen, leaning in to give her the proper air kisses. Her hair was up in its twisty thing, her outfit was her usual: light pants and a navy blue shirt with matching sweater buttoned over her throat. “Good morning. Can it wait? I have practice.” 

“I was just wondering where you were last night.”

“At the gym until seven, and then here, like you asked. Where were you and Logan?”

“At the benefit for the environmental center, as you requested of us. Colleen Mayes was asking about you, by the way. I believe she’s single and interested, and she had a friend with her as well. Did you talk to Tess?”

“Not about dating her,” he said, trying to remain calm. “Not to change the subject, but why did Tristan go so utterly bonkers about my going to Kenilworth?”

“Well, it’s not Yale,” she said slowly. She turned as Logan entered the room and gave her air kisses, his hands possessive on her elbows, then greeted Mack as he turned to pour coffee. 

“I wouldn’t have come out of Yale with my ATC.”

Krista wrinkled her nose. “I still have reservations about my son designing workouts all day.”

“You know there’s a lot more to being an athletic trainer than that, Mother,” he said, giving her a dark look. “I loved the science behind it, I loved knowing I could help people, and don’t think it hasn’t come in handy a time or two at work.”

“Oh, I know,” she said, waving him off. “And from that standpoint, your reasoning is solid. It’s just,” she paused, studying Logan for a long minute before turning back to Mack. “How you help people matters.”

He eyed her. “What does that mean?” 

“It means you’re doing a larger amount of good for a larger amount of people where you are. And that is much, much more important than designing workouts.”

Mack snorted. “Sure. When the average, ordinary people who need our drugs can’t afford them, we raise prices and make them choose between food and medicine. Or rent and medicine. Or all of the above.” He glowered at her. This had been one of his pet peeves. That and those stupid coupons you had to be lucky enough to get your hands on. “That’s not exactly doing good. Not the kind we should be doing.” 

“While I’m glad to see you returning to the company’s historical emphasis on wellness, you are forgetting—again—that you are ahead of your peers on these subjects. You have to coax them along.”

“How?”

She gave him a look. “Slowly, Emerson. You can’t simply walk in and turn the entire industry on its head.”

“Why not?” 

With a sigh, she looked up at the ceiling. “We have been over and over this. If you want to have a company to run, tearing the industry apart will not allow you to achieve that goal. Some things,” she said and pierced him with a look, “you need to tackle slowly, step by step, so that the people around you aren’t so aware of what you are doing. Look at Flemming’s actions with Kelsey. That may be an uncomfortable situation, but there’s much to learn from how your former father-in-law handled you both.”

Mack snorted. “How he played all of us, you mean.”

“Perhaps.” She stood up and held a hand out to Logan. “But if you can strip the emotion out of the situation and look at it clinically, you will see the perfect roadmap to achieve many of your goals. Slow, Emerson. Stealthy. Learn the Mackenzie-PharmaSci history. And don’t forget to employ a full dose of charm.”

That was worth considering, especially because it was a direct contrast to how his father had approached his own tenure at the head of PharmaSci. He’d killed seven people with his SH-34 experiment. Mack, fourteen, pimply, and hormonal, had seen the pictures. 

He’d never been the same—and not just because it was the moment in which he’d forged his alliance with Krista. Of course, he hadn’t known that for a few more years. He’d only known there was absolutely no way he would let himself turn into his father. No one was going to die like that on his watch.

“Speaking of charm,” Krista went on, looking Mack over, “tights again?”

“I hear they show off my legs.”

“To all the men on your team.” 

“They bring their wives and girlfriends. Sometimes. Rarely,” he said, feeling sheepish. “But there are other people around in the park,” he offered.

“I’d sooner see you with Colleen Mayes.”

“You would sooner see me with Tess. And unless we figure out how to get me down to Port Kenneth, Mother, there’s no hope.”

Krista considered him, her eyes narrowing slightly. “Mother,” she said in a horrible imitation of him, “if we move the corporate office, we can save a ton of money.”

Mack opened his mouth to respond, but the truth was that she had him. “Slow and steady with that, too?”

“Oh, Emerson,” Krista said as she leaned against Logan, Mack blinking at the rare contact between his ever-proper mother and her longtime love, “slow and steady is the only way.”
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November 4

Tess stopped in front of Anchey’s desk and glared at him. “I am going to go out to grab a coffee. The line is going to be very long. You are not going to disturb me, and I will be back when I am back, regardless of who is looking for me.” 

“That kind of day, huh?” 

“Aren’t they all?” she asked and tossed her hair over her shoulder as she opened the glass door to the office and paused in the atrium.

Anchey followed her. “Just so you know, Cartieri, I didn’t go to Princeton so I could hold your phone calls.”

“Hate to break it to you, Anchey,” she answered, “but you didn’t go to Princeton.”

“Exactly!” he called after her as she went outside and paused, feeling the afternoon sun and the humid, early November air. It had started to cool off, which was both good and bad. Good because weather like this was her favorite, maybe because it never lasted long. But bad because it meant the city would probably cite the changing seasons as a reason to put off the work in front of her incubator. 

She and Red were leaning on the city as much as possible, and they’d recruited the other businesses directly on the street to help. Reggie had offered his diagnostic skills to anyone in the area in an attempt to determine how far the problem ran, and they’d found it was a good three blocks, ending at what had once been an old firehouse and was now an empty lot. 

That made the potential fix easy, Tess had thought. But the ownership of the lot had wound up being in dispute, and the city refused to dig until they had at least figured out who was supposed to pay: taxpayers, or the owner of the lot, or the city, or the people who owned all the buildings in the affected area, or… They kept coming up with longer and longer lists of people who could potentially pick up the tab. 

Red had laughed at the Woolslayer councilwoman, Rheda Salveggio, and the mayor’s office. “The people who live and work in that neighborhood are about to unleash holy hell on you,” he’d told them. 

And they were in the middle of doing just that. Serenity had found Tess’s photographer, a junior in high school with a secondhand camera and a principal who was trying to find ways to keep the kid in school. With Georgie’s photography skills, they had gotten busy quickly, too quickly to organize the way Tess would have wanted. 

Janeesa had helped them basically hijack an abandoned butcher shop at the far end of the block from Tess’s building. When they got inside, Tess had asked how it still smelled like blood. Serenity had shaken her head and laughed at her. “The pampered white girl,” she’d said with a sad smile, but Tess hadn’t backed down. The place stank.

But it had the perfect windows for an impromptu art gallery. 

Sanjit at Tess’s office had made posters explaining the issue, and they’d hung them along with Georgie’s pictures. Neighbors were coming to see the activity, but so far, the media had been scarce.

They needed the media. 

On a whim, they changed the pictures to feature a spontaneous neighborhood party that had happened during trick-or-treating. Sanjit changed his posters, as well, and the community finally understood what was at stake. They were on borrowed time, and if they wanted more fun parties, they had to fix the water issue. 

And at last, media had finally come around. 

Red beamed at Tess like a proud papa. 

She’d never been more exhausted. Invigorated, too, especially as she got to know more people in the neighborhood. But at times like now, the exhaustion overrode it all and sneaking out of the office was the only way to get through the workday. 

The coffee shop wasn’t nearly as busy as Tess had hoped, so once she had coffee in hand—complete with extra whipped cream because she deserved it, dammit—she slid into a seat beside the window and watched the people walk by. They were definitely different than in Woolslayer: whiter, more professionally dressed, striding with a purpose, their faces closed off. Many were, of course, sunk into their phones. 

And none of them looked any happier than she currently felt. 

With a sigh, she propped her cheek on her fist and stared instead at the surface of her coffee and the whipped cream that was melting into it.

“That bad?” someone asked.

She jerked her head up, startled, and gave the man who was speaking to her a polite smile. “Have we met?”

“I doubt you’ve even noticed me, but we pass each other here at least once a week.” 

“Oh.” She scrounged the energy to cringe. 

He shook his head and pointed to the chair across from her, his eyebrows raised. She nodded. “Don’t feel bad,” he said as he took a seat, not pulling the chair in toward the table and immediately sitting back, as if he were carefully giving her space. “Most mornings, I don’t feel like saying hello to anyone, either.”

“Is this where you say creepy things like seeing me helps brighten your entire day?”

He laughed self-consciously and adjusted the lid on his take-out cup. It was a refillable one, Tess noticed with approval, and took in the rest of him: light brown hair in a longish little boy cut, brown eyes, a demure tie over a white shirt with just the edge of what was probably a smart watch showing, no rings on his hands and no visible tattoos or piercings. “I hope not,” he said. “And don’t think I’ve become the office coffee boy because I’m hoping to catch a glimpse of the cute brunette who seems so sure of herself, she’d never give the time of day to someone like me.”

“Two thirteen,” Tess said with a wink. 

He smiled and nodded. “Thanks.” He stood up. “I should get back. I envy you, that you can sit here and decompress.”

Tess took a deep breath, as if that could fortify her for what was waiting at the office. “I actually can’t,” she said.

“Can I be forward enough to give you my card?”

“Please,” Tess said and smiled. She had no illusions this would go anywhere—it rarely did—but it was nice to think that it might. 

He set the card on the edge of the table and left the shop as if afraid she wouldn’t take it. Or maybe, she realized as she noticed him outside, trying to look like he was simply getting his bearings, he was watching to see if she’d reach for it.  

She did and read it, turning away from the window before he could see her reaction. 

He worked in the mayor’s office. 

It figured. It really did. 

She wondered if he’d known who she was when he’d approached her. For all that certain people around town knew her name, most didn’t know her face. She certainly hadn’t recognized his—but then, Red was the one who knew people at the mayor’s office, not her. 

If there was a way to make this work in favor of her building and the neighborhood, she was going to figure out it—and use it. 

But in the meantime, she had to get back. She was willing to bet that four different fires were waiting for her. And she, of course, would rise to the challenge.

Some days, she wondered why she’d chosen this life when she could have picked something else. She’d been at a different firm when Red had invited her to come work for him. If she had stayed where she was, how many of the buildings that she’d helped save would have been torn down? 

She wouldn’t have been able to live with herself if she’d been responsible for that much destruction of perfectly good space. Those old buildings didn’t need to be torn down and replaced with slick new eye-catching marvels. They were the city’s history, both good and bad, and there were ways to modernize them, green them, reduce their carbon load and remind people of just how far Port Kenneth had come—although, to be fair, they still had a long way to go. 

Just like that, an idea for Mack’s stadium popped into her head. 

“Is Charley busy?” she asked Anchey when she got back inside.

“Wasn’t my turn to watch her,” he said with a shrug. 

She nodded and went to find Charley. Why they hadn’t thought of this earlier, she wasn’t sure, but at least they were still in early stages. The university had gotten back to them and requested certain details, and they were supposed to video conference with Mack about the stands and the locker rooms he’d decided he wanted. It was time to see how far they could go on the funds already committed, and they would probably have to play the game to see how much more he was willing to invest. 

Charley liked her ideas about the university’s requests and launched into some of her own, but Tess got lost in her thoughts, toggling between memories of Mack on the field, physical, fast, and ferocious, and a man with light brown hair who left his business card on a table, hoping she’d take it. There was a cruelty to it: two men to potentially let in her life, and both had serious disqualifying traits. 

“Tess? Hello? What happened to the famous Tess Cartieri laser-sharp focus?”

“It wore out,” she said.

“You and me both,” Charley said. She glanced around. “You free for dinner tonight?” 

“Yeah,” Tess said slowly, hoping this wasn’t a pretext for a bitch session. Some complaining, she could handle. But not two hours of it. “Come get me when you’re ready.”

“Girl, I am ready now.”

“Me, too, but it’s a bit early yet.” It was just after four. “Come get me after six. But we’re not spending the whole time talking about Mack.” 

“Buzzkill,” Charley said, but Tess ignored her and turned from the field project to something else. She wasn’t coming back to the office after dinner; it was yoga night, and afterward, probably another hour or two fruitlessly trying to dig up information on that weird sheep farm she and Jamie had found. 
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November 17

There was something about the clarity that good exercise gave a girl, Tess thought two weeks later as she wiped down her bike after spin class. It was almost as good as the clarity that came with really good sex, but truth be told, it had been so long since she’d known that state that she’d almost forgotten it existed. 

Her exercise-induced clarity was telling her it was time to reach out to the guy at the mayor’s office. 

No time like the present, she told herself.  

At home, she showered and pulled her wet hair into a ponytail. No one outside of the house ever saw her like this. Okay, Jamie and Mack and their other roommate, Mary, used to, but that was a long time ago. At least Mack hadn’t screamed the first time she’d done it, like he’d apparently done to Mary the first time he’d seen her in the morning without her makeup on. Even though Tess hadn’t been there to see it, she still chuckled at the idea. 

Mack had, it seemed, grown up seeing his mother always turned out to perfection, regardless of the time of day, and hadn’t realized that wasn’t how women worked. But that sheltered upbringing didn’t warrant screaming first thing in the morning. Then again, he was Mack. Pampered, sheltered—and, at least in college, trying to break out of those molds. Now, she didn’t know how much he’d changed or who he really was anymore. 

She picked up her phone and Philip’s business card. She reached out like this so infrequently, she hoped she was about to do it right. 

Hey, coffee shop boy?

She didn’t have to wait more than a minute for a reply. Who’s this?

The woman you tried to pick up in the coffee shop. Or… am I not the only one?

For a second, it felt like texting Mack. This was how they bantered. 

She missed it with a pang that made her gasp. This. This was what she’d been missing. Just the casual, flirty way they’d talked, like everything was possible. 

Umm, no, came the response. I don’t usually walk up to women in coffee shops. Is this really you? Brunette, with the purple streaks? Looked like you were being buried in the cares of the world?

It’s really me, Tess texted back, biting her lower lip. The purple streaks had been a whim, something she’d debated the professionalism of, but everyone had liked them, so she kept refreshing them each time she had her hair trimmed. Clearly, they’d made an impact. Besides, she liked them.

Glad you reached out. I was starting to think you wouldn’t.

Just been busy. You?

Same. So who are you? 

Well, that might be a problem, Tess answered, wincing as she did. 

Why?

Know the business incubator in Woolslayer? She held her breath.

Wait. I finally met Tess Cartieri? And without meaning to?

Yeah. 

He didn’t answer for a long minute, and Tess took that time to convince herself that he’d realized what a minefield he’d stepped into and was trying to come up with a graceful exit. 

I’ve been wanting to meet you. I want you to know, up front, that I really like and admire what you’re doing with those people.

Tess frowned. They weren’t people, and they especially weren’t those people. They were women. Mostly minority or immigrant, but they absolutely weren’t those people. 

Thanks, she texted back. Should we knock heads and solve my water problems?

I’d love to, but I’m constrained by the boss on what I can say.

That didn’t surprise her. But are you, she replied, constrained by the boss on what you can DO?

Sometimes. In this, definitely.

Her frown deepened. Talking to him felt like pulling teeth. That wasn’t a good sign for any sort of relationship, one with or without flirty banter. 

Let me see what I can do and get back to you. Work hours okay? he asked.

Yes. 

She set her phone down on her leg and closed her eyes. She’d imagined a million different scenarios, and not one had gone like that. Those people. 

He was in politics. Surely he hadn’t meant it like that. 

In the morning, she was still disgruntled and unsatisfied. Maybe that’s why she showed up in Red’s office before the morning meeting and hooked a leg over the corner of his desk the way he sometimes did. “So I met this guy in the coffee shop a couple weeks ago,” she said.

He looked up at her, his mouth slack. 

She understood; she’d never before pulled his own power play on him—or discussed the men she’d met.

“And?” he managed, pulling his coffee cup toward him but leaving it on his desk. 

“Turns out he works for the mayor’s office. Made it clear he’s constrained in anything he can help us with.” She folded her arms over her chest, aware she wasn’t angry with Red and hoping he’d pick up on that. 

“Ahh, yeah.” Now he did take a sip of his coffee, standing up as he did so. “That’s very true. Who did you meet over there?”

“Philip. He had one of the most respectful pickups I’ve ever had the pleasure of, but as soon as he learned my name, he sure got cold fast.”

Red nodded once and took another sip of coffee, watching her over the rim. He stood by the door, but Tess ignored the signal. “Know anything about him?” she asked.

“He and I have gone across the dance floor together more than once.”

“And?” She fought the urge to tap her foot at him. 

“I don’t always win,” Red said heavily. “And this problem you’ve got? You need to win.”

Tess cocked her head and thought about that. “But you get things from the mayor’s office all the time.”

“Things. Not necessarily what I set out to get. I’ve been trying to get behind this problem, see all the angles, be ready for whatever they throw at us. I’m fairly certain the city’s got a weak position. If you meet with him without me—and you’re certainly welcome to—make sure he doesn’t take advantage of you.” 

“What would that look like?” Tess asked carefully. That statement of Red’s was packed: that he was willing to share a contact, that he trusted her to handle herself, that she needed to be careful and educated. 

He was shaking his head. “He’s a good guy, Tess, if a little too loyal to the mayor. I have no beef with him. But I also think he’ll do whatever it takes to put the onus on Trade Creation, not on the city even though, by all accounts, this problem originates on city-owned property. They should bear the brunt of this.”

Of course should didn’t always translate into what they would do. It was something she and Serenity had discussed. Woolslayer wasn’t affluent. It wasn’t majority white. Those two facts created immediate obstacles.

Serenity had suggested offering some neighborhood fundraising of their own in an attempt to show the city they were worth the investment. 

Tess had gotten angry. They didn’t need to show they were worth anything. They paid their city taxes. They deserved what every other city dweller got.

“But what if,” Serenity had asked, cocking her head in that regal way she had, “we hand them a grant from someone bigger? Something to match funds?” 

Tess had wanted to kiss her. She shared the conversation with Red. 

He leaned against his office door, his eyes unfocusing as he thought. “That might be good leverage.” He nodded. “That works a lot better than a demand to fix it and give the neighborhood a handout.”

“A handout? Is that some slur against the stereotype of the neighborhood?”

“Not from me, but you sure don’t want anyone at city hall or in the press looking at it that way.”

Tess took a deep breath. Red was, like usual, right. Truth be told, all she wanted was to keep her head down and do her thing: create buildings and spaces, and take care of her women. Why did her life keep trying to push her in this same direction, which she explicitly didn’t want to go toward?  








  
  
Twelve




November 23

“Emerson,” Taylor said somberly, standing in the doorway between their offices, hands hidden behind their back, “you might want to sit down for this.” 

Mack looked at his assistant for a long minute, taking in their light blue dress shirt and black dress pants that didn’t need the braces holding them up, and a pair of light blue low-top Converse sneakers, then made a show of looking at his desk, his lap, his feet on the floor, his hands on his desktop. “I think I beat you to that sitting part. What’s going on?”

“Well, you might want to brace yourself, then.”

Mack groaned, understanding why Taylor had their arms behind their back. It was another newspaper article. “How bad, what now, and have you called PR to deal with it?”

Taylor held the article up and Mack groaned even louder at the headline. “Me? I’m the Mackenzie treasure?”

“Five months after the untimely passing of his wife due to a heart problem, many single women will be giving thanks this week for not marrying young,” Taylor recited, their voice rising and dipping and taking on a cadence like a TV news anchor. 

He covered his face with his hands, bending forward to gently bang his head on the desk. “Tell me you’re kidding.”

“I would never tease you about something so personal.” 

That was entirely true. Mack had to give Taylor credit for that. The two of them liked to tease and play, but when it came to either of their personal reputations, Taylor was a total pit bull. Mack figured it came from practice defending themselves; it had to be tough most days to be nonbinary. “Does it get worse?” he asked with a low groan. 

“I’m afraid so,” Taylor said kindly, now as gentle and nurturing as Mack had often wished Krista could be. “I won’t read it to you, and if I may be so bold, I’d advise you not read it yourself, either.”

He hadn’t moved. He didn’t want to move. He wanted to wake up and not be the subject of some sick gossip. Didn’t these people know he still couldn’t sleep in the bed he’d shared with her? That in some weird way, he missed her? 

He wondered what she would say if he could tell her that. She probably would have pulled away and told him to stop saying things that weren’t true. And then she’d have sat and gazed at nothing for as long as he’d let her. 

Oddly, he missed that, too. And he hated himself for not figuring out why she did it. 

“Emerson? If I may be so bold?” Taylor asked quietly and Mack made himself look at his assistant, at the way the light caught their hair, turning it golden. Taylor had earned his trust a million times over, and he reminded himself that they had come to the house that early morning, when everything had been chaos. 

Taylor knew. 

“Let’s hear it,” he said.

“The company holiday party is in three weeks. It might be a good idea to make your first public appearance at that time, and perhaps with a lovely old friend on your arm to help hold you up.” 

Mack looked at Taylor, feeing strangely punched in the gut. “Not you, too.”

Taylor blinked and took a step backward. “Not me too?”

“Trying to get me and Tess back together.”

Taylor laughed nervously but spoke softly. “Far be it for me to pry like that, but I know you think highly of her and trust her, and that might be just what you need to get through the night. If you’d like me to tender the invitation, I would.”

“No, it’s for me to do.” He grimaced. “Just… Ugh. I have to discuss it with Krista.” He bowed his head, shaking it. “That might be worse than the damn article.”

“People have odd ways of caring, don’t they?” Taylor asked, the softness dropping away and a bit of their usual shell returning.

“What do you mean?”

“If no one cared about you, they’d just ignore you, not speculate about you.”

Mack hadn’t thought of it that way. “I’m not sure that care is the right word.”

“In this case, I suspect you’re right and it isn’t meant with affection. Just nosiness.”

“Is there any way to shut it down?”

“I’m afraid I have yet to find one.”

Mack let out a sigh, which Taylor echoed, then vanished back into the outer office. From his desk, Mack could hear the phones ringing, probably with members of the board who had seen the gossip and wanted to suggest women they knew.

He picked up his phone.

Talk later? he texted Tess. Not work related.

Sure. After nine-thirty okay? I want to get to yoga.

Reach out when you’re ready.

If it was all he could do, at least he could do it on her schedule. 








  
  
Thirteen




You there? Tess had gotten home from yoga, showered, and combed out her hair. She climbed on the couch with a cup of tea and flipped on the TV for background noise, although as she waited for Mack to reply, she debated between a home improvement show, a cooking show, and a travel show about Iceland. 

Iceland won out. It had the prettiest scenery. In fact, it was amazingly gorgeous. She’d have to find a travel buddy. Maybe Charley, although Sanjit would probably want to tag along, and what would Red do without the three of them in the office?

Probably close it for ten days and join them. Assuming his wife could get away.

The idea made her smile. It would be fun. 

Yeah, Mack finally answered. Just got in, myself. 

Late night at work?

Off-season track workout with the team. I was actually on time for once.

Tess wasn’t sure if she could praise him for that or not. It all depended on why he was usually late. 

It was a strange way to be reminded she knew so little of what his current life was like. 

So what’s up? she asked, unfolding her legs and stretching them out, letting her head fall onto the back of the couch. It was time to unwind for the day, and she covered herself with a blanket. She felt warm, snuggly, cocooned. 

He texted her a link, then immediately said, I actually haven’t read it. Taylor gave me the gist of it and told me to leave it at that.

Tess clicked and was immediately sorry.

Mack’s a side of meat, huh?

Brutal, Just Tess. But true. 

She supposed he was a catch: a young CEO of a global company, good looking, a widower with no kids or reputation of playboy tendencies. Not to mention the family money that went back generations.

So… Why are you sending me this?

It was Taylor’s idea—

Never yours. Ever notice that?

What?

Krista told you it was time to make good on the dream of the field. Now it’s Taylor telling you what to do.

Last time I did something on my own, I played hooky from a day of important meetings, jumped on a commercial flight—coach class, thanks—and showed up in your office without scheduling a meeting. We might be better off to let everyone else make decisions for me for a bit longer.

Only for a bit longer?

However long it takes to get over her.

Tess bit her lower lip. She hadn’t been thinking along those lines, hadn’t stopped to consider that Mack was such a mess that he had to simply follow the lead of the people he trusted. 

She wanted to kick herself for that. Except, she reasoned with herself, she didn’t know much about Mack at all anymore, and especially not how he was dealing with his grief. 

Fair point, she replied. So what’s Taylor’s idea?

Be my arm candy for the PharmaSci holiday party? Taylor said I need to show up with someone I can trust. Krista said I have to be there, that I only get six months to hide. And you just saw how people are talking. 

“And you asked why I walked away from you,” Tess muttered to her empty condo, sitting up straighter and running her hand through her hair to see how wet it still was. 

Tess? I scared you off.

It’s… you know how I feel about this stuff.

Every company has holiday parties. I can return the favor. 

She frowned, unsure of how she felt about this. While it wasn’t strictly the sort of society event she hated—he was right that holiday parties were part of office politics—in Mack’s case, it was close enough to a society thing, wasn’t it? Either way, it meant she’d be putting herself under the microscope that she hated so much.

Red would tell her to go and start every sentence with the company name. 

Can I think about it?

Of course.

She texted Jamie. You still up? 

Yep. The boys are asleep and Hank and I are on two totally different couches in the same room and about all the talking we’re doing is asking each other to pass the wine.

Ouch. 

He’s tired. Hates his job. Still wants to stay home with the boys. I’m caving. 

Tess wasn’t sure what to say. She thought if it were her, she’d let him stay home. He wanted to. That had to count for something. 

Anyway, what’s up?

Mack asked me to be his date for his corporate holiday party.

Yikes.

What do I say?

Do you want to go?

Yes. No. I don’t know. All of the above. And it gets worse. He said he’d return the favor.

Mack and Tess. Together again. Keep him this time, will you?

It’s not like that.

Maybe it should be.

Tess mulled that over. Since he’d shown up that day at the field, she’d asked herself more than once if this was their second chance. If they got one, if they deserved one, if things could be different and his obligations to the society set didn’t have to spiral to include her. If she could still be Tess Cartieri at the same time she was Mrs. Emerson Mackenzie. If she could stay grounded with all that money at her disposal, if she would stop relating to the women at the incubator, if she’d have to quit her job to be a proper society wife, if, if, if.

Tess hated the word if. 

Send the date, she texted Mack.
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Tess didn’t sleep well after that, genuinely not sure how she felt about agreeing to Mack’s request. Sure, she’d promised him she would have his back, but she hadn’t intended that to include needing heels, a slinky dress, a pasted-on smile to go with impeccably proper behavior, and a weekend under his roof. 

Maybe it was that last part that bothered her the most. It was certainly the part she least wanted to dwell on. And even though he hadn’t said as much, Tess knew it would be the worst insult if she even mentioned a hotel.  

At least work was a distraction, with a conflict between a client and a contractor—Reggie the plumber—that needed to be dealt with. Reggie had somehow learned that the client’s chairman of the board had a personal history that was, as Red put it, problematic.

“What does that mean?” Sanjit asked, blinking quickly.

“Either a slave owner, ties to the Klan—past or present—or both,” Charley told him. She had one leg tucked under the other and wasn’t sitting quite straight, busy drawing on a notepad in front of her, and she didn’t look up as she spoke.

“Can we ever get past this?” Sanjit asked, looking around at them all. “Tess? What’s the temperature about this down in your neighborhood?”

“The one I live in, or the one I take care of?” She tilted her head to one side, then the other, as she made the distinction. Not that it really mattered. Race issues in Port Kenneth as a whole were problematic of late, and Tess had privately wondered how much of that, if any, came from her incubator. After all, there were still plenty of people in town who thought the incubator’s tenants didn’t deserve to be successful. Skin color, religion, gender… it didn’t matter. They weren’t white men, and that made them problematic. 

“I see Reggie’s point,” Charley said, “but is this the right hill to fight over?”

“That’s a good question,” Red said. “I’ll talk to him, but if he won’t reconsider, we need to call the second-choice contractor and make sure they are still interested. Who is that?”

Sanjit checked his notes, but Tess knew. “Of all people, it’s Jessie White.” She didn’t want to react to the horrible irony of how his name echoed actions he thought no one knew about, but she wasn’t sure she could hide her grimace.  

Red passed his hand over his mouth, wiping off a smile. “Figures.”

“At least he won’t have issues working for the client,” Tess said and Charley gave her a sympathetic look. 

As the meeting broke up, Charley followed Tess down the hall. “What’s with you and the guy at the mayor’s office?” 

“Please. That’s one relationship that can’t go anywhere unless he gets a better job, and you know it.”

“I love how you set the rules.”

Tess blinked in surprise. “What do you mean?”

“He has to quit his job.”

“Well, I sure refuse to.” 

“Let’s lunch and talk about this.”

“There’s nothing to talk about.”

“How about your hottie and his field?”

Tess let out a breath. “Fine. We can talk about him.” Maybe Charley would have an insight into this whole holiday party dilemma, but once they got to lunch and Tess explained the story, Charley’s insight was simple. “He’s your friend, right? Why are you even thinking about this? Sounds like everyone agrees he needs you.”

“Does he, or is this a way to get me back in his bed?”

Charley stared at her. “Do you really think he’s ready to just pick up where you guys left off how many years ago? Tess, you know I know grief. He’s probably not even thinking about his dick right now.”

Given his inability to make decisions, Tess had a feeling that might be true. Then again, this was Mack they were discussing and for a second, she flashed back to how it had felt when he’d been in her, above her, on his back watching her, the feel of his body between her legs, his back under her hands, his chest under her palms, his lips hot on hers… 

She told herself to stop thinking like that and focus on the subject at hand, which was that she could argue Mack’s grief-stricken sex drive either way.  

“Hey. Hello?”

“It’s impossible. He’s there. I’m here. Neither of us can move.”

“Famous last words,” Charley said. 

And despite herself, Tess hoped they would be. That hope flared again late that afternoon, when Red summoned her. 

“Know anything about this?” he asked, shoving his tablet at her. It was opened to the local business gossip, and right there, at the top, was a story that made her jaw drop. 

PharmaScience Technology Scouting for New Corporate HQ?

She knew her mouth had just gone slack and hoped she wasn’t drooling, but nodding was about the extent of her brain’s capacity at the moment. She couldn’t even command her hand to check for drool. 

“Tess?”

She blinked twice, fast, and managed to shut her mouth. “Sorry. I… had no idea.” She reached for the tablet, but Red turned it toward him. 

“It says discreet inquiries were made just an hour ago. And the story’s barely twenty minutes old. Like they were waiting for most of us to clear out for the day.” 

“Clearly, they weren’t discreet enough.”

Red shrugged. “You get the right people in your pocket—or know who to avoid—and you can play the press like a fiddle.” 

“Think that’s what this is? A trial balloon to see what the city will offer?”

“You’re the one who knows the guy.”

Tess pulled out her phone and texted Mack. Scouting my town for a new HQ? You really must want me to come to that party of yours.

Will you?

Only if you tell me if this is true or not. 

Sort of? Mack answered. Tess nodded at Red, but her phone buzzed again with a series of replies. We’re surveying a bunch of cities. See if it would be cheaper than here. It will be, but the question is if we can make uprooting families worth it.

I thought Emerson Mackenzie sold out. You’re not supposed to care about the people who work for you.

I’m a new and improved Mackenzie man.

I bet your board loves you.

You can meet them all at the party. I’ll have Taylor help with flights. Plan to stay at the Manor.

“And?” Red asked. He had a smile playing about his lips and he placed his elbows on his desk, his hands clasped in front of his face in an attempt to hide the smile. He’d rolled his sleeves up and his tats were on full display. They made him seem less like a boss, somehow, and more like a… Tess had to consider that some. 

“We’re not the only city he’s looking at.” She looked up at him. “But what it all actually means is anyone’s guess. I know he had an agenda when he ousted his father, but this seems a bit extreme, even for him.” She paused, thinking, wondering if this was another of those bad decisions he said he kept making—and wondering if this meant she couldn’t use their lives in different cities as a reason to put him off. “And by the way? Getting that out of him cost me dearly. I’ve got to be his date for his company holiday party.” She wrinkled her nose. 

Red beamed. “Like I said, he’s the disruption you need.”

“You going to come dress shopping with me?”

“No, but I bet Christine will. And,” he said, holding up a hand, “before you grouse that if we’d had a full-on party, you could wear it more than once, let me remind you that when we do a just-us lunch, no one’s partners fight and no one gets drunk.”

“Yeah, there’s that,” Tess said. “And the dress code is better.” 

“Maybe we should go formal this year, just for you.”  

“No. Hey, speaking of parties, Woolslayer’s having a New Year’s celebration. Food trucks, the new beer truck, the whiskey truck. No fireworks at midnight, but it should be a good time. This is the first time they’ve done something this big, so I’d like to see them succeed. Since our October campaign didn’t do much except bring people together.”

Red sobered. “I’m working every angle I can find. Leaning on Councilwoman Salveggio, as well. She’s sympathetic but new enough to politics that she doesn’t have a lot of clout yet.”

“Anything helps. It’s just that every day that goes by, we get that much closer to disaster.”

“Believe me, I know,” he said and looked down at his tablet. He frowned. “The article just refreshed. Now it says they’ve gotten official word that PharmaScience Technologies has no intention of moving and any so-called inquiries were done by someone not affiliated with the company.”

“Mack moves fast,” she said, wondering if his assistant had been reading his texts over his shoulder. 

“He’d better not move too fast for you,” Red said, giving her a long look.

“Thanks, Dad. I’ve got it under control,” she said, but he continued to glower. “What happened to him being the disruption I need?” she asked, but he merely shook his head, his grin sneaking back out. 
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December 20

Even though Krista had all but forbidden him, Logan had laughed at him, and even Marisela had looked up from making lunch and invited him to distract himself by helping her, Mack waited outside for Tess. Part of him couldn’t believe she’d agreed to do this, but the bigger part of him was relieved to be seeing her again. Too much of this field project had taken place long-distance. 

And waiting for her, keeping the focus on Tess and not the damn party, kept his mind off making his first semi-public appearance since Kelsey. He still wasn’t sure he was ready for it.  

Juan must have been surprised when he found Mack at the main entrance, long since unused. “Are you sure about this, Emerson?” he asked when he pulled into the long circular drive. 

“I want Tess to have the whole experience,” Mack said, leaning in the passenger window, not terribly surprised to find her there and not in back. He paused, breathing her in, feeling steadier already. 

“The whole experience?” she said, stepping out of the car when he opened the door for her.

When she was out and standing beside him, and Juan had driven around to the garage, he motioned to the house, trusting her architect’s eye to kick in.

It did. “Mack. This is…” She shook her head, closed her eyes, gave them a quick rub, and opened them again. “Twelve-foot first floor?”

Despite himself, he was impressed. 

“Perfect symmetry,” she said, drawing shapes in the air with her hand, “tall windows that match, the wide porch and corresponding overhang with the columns… Mack, you have to be kidding me. Tell me I am not looking at an almost perfect representation of what we now call a Southern plantation house, circa 1860.”

He beamed, but it dimmed as he realized she was hesitating. “Uhh, you are.”

“Hmm.” She frowned. 

“It’s that old, too,” he said, wondering if he should start to panic. 

She looked the house over again, but he could tell she’d lost some of her appreciation for it. And then she confirmed it by saying, “You’re telling me it’s some weird coincidence? That the family tree that spawned a bastard like Tristan lives like this—” 

“I… guess,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck and wondering if he should have expected this. “We can ask Krista when we go in. She’ll probably tell me it’s time I learned this stuff myself.” He ran his hand through his hair this time, stopping at the back of his neck. She would definitely tell him that, and she was right. Learning the family history was one duty he’d been neglecting. “Do… do you want to see the inside? I hope the door still works. The other day, Juan and I were in most of the rooms we don’t use, but we came in through our living space.”

“Yeah, let’s go in,” she said, but he thought she didn’t sound thrilled. He said so, and she smiled. “Oh, Mack. It’s… it’s a very mixed message.”

His heart sunk, and he wasn’t sure why. “How so?”

“You have a Mexican couple—” 

“Nicaraguan.”

Her smile was watery. “You have a Nicaraguan couple who are your housekeepers and your house is… magnificent despite the lifestyle we all equate with it, but you’re… the complete opposite of who you should be for growing up surrounded by all this.” 

“Maybe,” he said quietly, feeling thoroughly chastised, “having you come up wasn’t such a great idea.”

She turned to him, her eyes somber. “I’m being hard on you, and that’s not fair because you are the one fighting against and defying the stereotypes. I’m sorry. It’s just… well, Mack, I do live in the South. I work with minorities. Maybe I’m too sensitive to the issues.”

“But they’re real issues,” he said 

“They are.” She glanced over her shoulder at the house. “And I am curious what it’s like in there.”

He produced the key and was relieved when it worked. The house was most impressive from this angle, even if Tess couldn’t let herself be impressed. 

Her mouth fell open as she looked at the grand staircase, into the parlor on the left and the ballroom on the right. “An entire ballroom?”

He led her in. This, more than anything, was what he’d wanted to show her. 

She walked around, craning her neck to look at the ceiling, looking out the windows at the views, running her hands over the frames. When she turned back to him, he bowed and held out his hand to her.

Her eyes went huge and she took a step backward. “What… what am I supposed to do?”

“Take my hand.” She hesitated. “Just take my hand, Tess. I feel like a fool.”

“Look like one, too,” she said, but smiled and did as he asked. He straightened and drew her in, closing his arm around her waist and holding her maybe a little too close, raising his other hand. She put hers on it, her fingers seeking to twine with his, but he shook his head and kept his fingers clamped together. 

“Are you comfortable? Can you trust me?”

“Yes, and that’s a strange thing to ask.” 

“Just let me do the work,” he said and swept her into a waltz, his steps wide. Her eyes were wide and her mouth open during his first pass through the room, but then she relaxed in his grip and moved with him instead of making him do it all, and she tipped her head up and laughed and he sped up, confident they were in sync. 

They did two more circuits of the room and then he stopped. He had to; her laughter had been light and airy and delighted and he couldn’t help but share in it, too.

She rested her forehead on his chest, breathing hard. So, he noticed, was he.

“Is this one of those moments where I look up and you kiss me, like some movie?” she asked. 

“That’s not what I asked you here for,” he said and switched his grip so he held her loosely at the waist, half-expecting her to pull away but hoping she wouldn’t. “I asked you here to have my back tonight.”

“Just don’t ask my opinion of the exterior of the house,” she said and lifted her head, looking up at him, her eyes dancing. “This room, at least, is pretty magic.” 

He beamed.

“Are we going to dance like this tonight?” she asked. 

He shrank a little, but it was her turn to tighten her grip on him, as if she knew where his head had just gone. She waited him out, and finally, he produced a soft “Maybe?”

“Well, the decision is yours, but if you can handle it, I’m game. I’ve got your back,” she added gently. “You’re going to be fine.” 

He told himself to relax. It was his company, not some society party. The guest list was closed. There’d be no media, although that didn’t mean a lack of gossips. It was as safe as it could be. And he had Tess, and his mother and Logan, and all the people he worked with on a daily basis, including many of his board members. She was right. It was going to be fine.

“Can I confess something?” he asked, shifting his weight, surprised when she still moved with him.

“Go for it.”  

“Ever since I was a kid, I’d sneak in here and dream of holding a beautiful woman in my arms and dancing like that.”

“You never did it…” She broke off, as if afraid to say Kelsey’s name. 

He thought he appreciated that. “No. She wouldn’t so much as come in here. She said it was creepy.” 

She let out a deep sigh. “Oh, Mack, I’m sorry. You deserved someone who’d dance with you in here.” She wrinkled her nose. “Even if it’s built as an homage to white supremacy.”

“It’s not, Tess. Or, maybe it was, but you said yourself that I’m making sure it’s not that anymore. This part of it isn’t even used! C’mon. I know Krista’s waiting to say hello.” He led her through the big, open rooms with their high ceilings, letting her stop and look when she wanted, always aware that he still had an arm around her waist and that she had fit herself up against him, holding him up, strengthening him for the upcoming party. 

“Oh, hello. There you are,” Krista said when they entered the kitchen. “What did you think of the house, Tess?”

“She thinks it’s an homage to white supremacy,” Mack said before she could answer. 

She did chuckle, though, and slipped away from him to give Krista her air kisses.

His mother surprised him by actually embracing Tess. “I suppose it does seem that way,” Krista said when Tess had seated herself, Mack only moving to hold her chair for her when his mother frowned at him. “But one thing to know about the Mackenzies is that they were historically neutral. In fact,” she continued, giving Mack a look that he was willing to bet meant he should have known this, “PharmaSci got its start during the war. The Mackenzies of the time realized they had the ability to produce the medicines that were so needed and in such short supply. It is my understanding they sold them to both the Union and the Confederacy, although of course, the Confederacy ran out of funds quickly and selling to them was problematic, just for their stance in regards to humankind.”

“I thought you just said they were historically neutral?” he asked. 

She gave him a long look. “If you consult historical company sources, Emerson, you’ll see how that was handled. It was quite fascinating. And so,” Krista said, turning back to Tess, “I tend to think that the architectural style of the house, especially because it is so unique to this area, is really a Mackenzie forefather winking at us, reminding us to be more. PharmaSci—which back then was simply named Pharmaceutical Sciences Company—was a good thing that came from all that ugliness.”

Mack considered all that, wondering if it was too easy, if Tess would think it was too easy, but she nodded and simply asked if Krista would help her decide which of two dresses she should wear. 

He figured he should be grateful that she was letting it drop. But then, he reminded himself, she’d come to have his back, not be the one leading the charge against him.  
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December 28

“So how’s our boy?” Jamie asked the Monday after the party. She’d had a couple cancellations, which was odd for a Monday during the holidays, so she had dragged Tess out to lunch. 

“He’s good,” Tess said. “Rocky, still, but better than he was.”

“And? Where do things stand with the two of you?”

Tess shrugged and looked away. “They are what they are,” she said, although she knew Jamie wouldn’t be satisfied with that lame explanation. “I’m here, he’s there, neither of us are willing to give up our jobs, he’s still making noise about moving the entire company, but he’ll be the first to tell you it may not happen.” She shook her head, her eyes closed. Unbidden, the image of him when she and Krista had made their grand appearance, ready for the party, came to mind. His eyes had lit up and he’d seemed so happy, if only for a few seconds, but then he’d turned away. Krista had winked at Tess, and she’d wondered if Mack was doing some quick adjustments or merely hiding a fresh wave of grief. 

“Go on,” Jamie said, as if she knew Tess’s thoughts.

“If only things were different,” Tess said and sat back as their lunches were delivered. “What’s with you and Hank? He still want to work from home?”

“Well, things got interesting,” Jamie said, pouring dressing on her salad. “The decision’s been made for us. Hank’s a stay-at-home dad at least until his severance runs out, and all of us are happier than I thought we could be. We’re barely even having an adjustment period, and I’ll tell you, Tess, there’s nothing better than coming home and seeing two little toddlers come at you full speed, yelling your name.” 

Tess smiled. Jamie did seem happier, and that was nice to see. 

“Did you sleep with him?” 

The question almost gave Tess whiplash. “Of course not.” The words were out of her mouth before she could censor them, which had been Jamie’s intent. 

“No opportunity?”

“Oh, there could have been plenty of opportunity,” Tess said, flashing back to being in the ballroom at the manor, to being tucked under his arm, to falling asleep on him on the couch he’d been sleeping on since Kelsey’s death, unable to face the bed he’d shared with her. “But we set the rules before I went, and you know Mack. He’ll obey them if it kills him.” 

“He’s a good guy.”

“He is,” Tess agreed. “Not to change the subject away from him again, but are you bringing Hank and the boys to the Woolslayer New Year’s Eve gathering?”

“Don’t tell me Mack’s coming up to be your date.”

Tess snorted. “I don’t need a date for this, but it was actually Philip I tried to con into doing the honors. He needs to get down there and see the people he’s screwing around with. But,” she added, holding a finger up, “Councilwoman Salveggio is going to be there, and that’s an improvement, even over our efforts back in October. Maybe she can finally ease the logjam.” 

“Hope so,” Jamie said. “I’d like to go, of course. Hank’s a little iffy. He… Don’t take this the wrong way, but he’s worried about safety.”

It was a common misconception, one Tess had shared when she’d launched the incubator project. She did everything she could to set Jamie’s fears aside, but in the end, she wasn’t sure if Jamie had been convinced. 

That was, she thought as she drove to the party, one of the biggest battles she had yet to figure out how to win. Maybe if she met the councilwoman, they could have a conversation about that. 

She parked in front of the building, as always, in the space a couple of the artsy high schoolers had painted and marked Miss Tess only. It always made her smile, especially since it seemed that everyone respected the space and no matter how few parking spaces were free, hers always stood ready. 

As soon as she got out of the car, she was swarmed by neighbors coming over to say hello and ask her to stop in at the old butcher’s shop, which had somehow become the neighborhood art gallery. But they also wanted to thank her for being there, to encourage her to be sure to hear the bands and see the dancers, most of whom were made up entirely of Woolslayers, as they’d dubbed themselves.

Some good had come out of the otherwise fruitless October campaign, Tess decided. The neighborhood was ready to party into the new year.

Best of all, she thought, it wasn’t too cold and the night was clear. In fact, the weather was as perfect as Port Kenneth got this time of year, as if it, too, wanted to party.

For a second, she compared the Woolslayers to Mack’s employees. They had seemed glad he stopped by every table to say hello, although they had remained at a distance. “I’m the boss,” he’d said with a shrug when she’d asked him about it later, when they were back at the house and Krista and Logan had gone to bed and she and Mack were sitting around in flannel lounge pants and sweatshirts. As for his vice presidents, he’d only said, “I’m the boss who’s younger than they are. They don’t seem to realize how much I listen and let them lead, but they will. I hope.” 

Maybe it wasn’t a fair comparison. But they were the last group of people Tess had encountered.

The Woolslayers looked relaxed. They were smiling, laughing, talking to each other. Tess thought she’d rather be around them than most of Mack’s people, and she reminded herself to thank Red for keeping their holiday duties to an employee-only lunch. 

“Tess!” 

She turned and there was Red, arms wide for a hug, his wife at his side. He hugged Tess, waited for her to hug Christine, and then hugged Christine.

“How many times has he been to the whiskey truck?” Tess asked Christine, who laughed. 

“Only once, believe it or not,” Red said. “I’m just glad we’re out of the house, not downtown in that crush, and can be home in bed at a reasonable hour.”

“You sound like you’re getting old,” Tess said.

“What’s old about having my wife home for once instead of having to crawl into an empty bed and wish she was there with me? Besides, I didn’t say anything about sleeping.” He winked, Christine shook her head, and Tess laughed. 

“You solo tonight?” Red asked, peering around as if he expected someone to show up from someplace Tess couldn’t see.

“Yep,” she said and put her hands in her jacket pockets. “How long have you guys been here?”

“Long enough to look at the whiskey truck menu and then wander back to see if there was a certain blue car in Miss Tesses space. Who calls you Miss Tess?”

“Mostly the kids. Georgie, our photographer. Oh, he’s got new stuff up at the old butcher shop.”

“Don’t tell me you’re going to make that an official art gallery.”

“They did it without me.” Although Tess had to admit she didn’t know how official it was. “The deal with Georgie is that if he gets his grades up, I’ll help find him a mentor. Right now, that’s not looking so good for him.” 

“Running with a bad crowd?”

“I’m not sure what he’s doing, other than walking out of school to take pictures and not coming back. He just doesn’t care.” She took a deep breath, reminding herself that if he didn’t care, she shouldn’t. But as she and Serenity had discussed, it wasn’t so easy to stop caring about a kid like Georgie. He had so much talent; he just needed to make the smart decisions—although Tess had asked if they were truly the smart decisions or if they were the decisions she and Serenity wanted him to make. Surely there were successful photographers who hadn’t graduated high school. 

Still, she argued with herself as she led Red and Christine over to the old butcher shop, a high school degree opened doors. So did a college degree, but one thing at a time with a kid like Georgie. 

Anchey and Sanjit both found them looking at the art. 

“Tess, how much of this did you do?” Sanjit asked, his eyes bright behind his glasses.

“I rented the organizing committee the office space for fifty bucks and fed any leads I got about the food trucks to them.” 

“Fifty bucks?”

“It was a short-term deal, but if this goes well, they are talking about maybe going into party planning.” She smiled. “It’s like I’ve inspired everyone around here. Like they’re finding dreams they thought they’d never get to realize.” Her smile got wider, but so did her emotion. “It feels good. It feels right.”

“Just don’t be quitting your day job,” Red grumbled.

“We have a deal,” Tess reminded him and jerked her head at the row of food trucks lined up around the greenspace. “Let’s go check out the other food trucks. I’m hungry, and I’ve been told I’m not allowed to miss the dancing and the bands on the small stage.”

“They set up a stage?”

“Behind the trucks, in the space that used to be the fire hall. If we ever get the water line issue fixed, I’d love to see it turned into a playground.”

Red chuckled. “There’s my ambitious girl.”

“Red, don’t encourage her,” Anchey said. “We need her at the office too much.” 

“Maybe the ideas I have here will inspire more ideas at the office,” Tess said, linking her arm through Anchey’s, then offering her free arm to Sanjit. “Come on, boys! Let’s see what goodies are here tonight.”

They had just gotten over there and were debating between the wood-fired pizzas, the barbecue, something more traditionally vegetarian for Sanjit, and the super long line at the taco truck when the ground rumbled, both audibly and physically.

Sanjit and Anchey grabbed Tess, who grabbed them in turn, and they all stopped and stared as a geyser of water erupted just in front of the beer truck.

People screamed and ran, the adults away from the new addition to the party and the kids beelining for the edges of the water, which was spraying on the pavement like a summer splash park. A violent, unwelcome splash park. 

“Well,” Tess said as they all dodged inside the ring of trucks, “I guess the mayor’s office just ran out of time to fix our problem before it all goes to hell.”

Red threw his head back and laughed. 

“Tess!” It was Serenity. “What do we do now?”

“Get the people out of the way, move the trucks to someplace safe and dry, and keep partying, I guess,” Tess said, peering between two trucks, not surprised to see the police already on the scene. “But it looks like you and I don’t have to worry about that. Let’s find Patricia and Ebony and see what they need.” 

“I like the way you think,” Serenity said.

Tess turned to her coworkers, who were nodding at her and telling her to go. 

“This is the best party I’ve been to… maybe ever!” Anchey said, his eyes wide as he watched the influx of people into the smallish square. Unbelievably, they were still smiling and laughing, even as most of them were wet, although a few looked a little scared. 

Ebony and Priscilla appeared on the stage, and Tess called her group’s attention to them. “This wasn’t how it was supposed to go,” Priscilla said, the PA system crackling. Tess hoped the water and the electric weren’t going to be a bad mix. “But I guess this one’s so good, it took something like a broken water main to top what we put together for you tonight! As long as the police will let us, we’re going to stay out here and party and perform for you, so Happy New Year, everyone!” 
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Tess later told her mother and Jamie both that it turned into a New Year’s Day unlike any other ever would be again—just as New Year’s Eve had been. But while the water main break had somehow added to the party, dealing with the aftermath was worse than a nagging hangover, and Tess had thought she’d left those days long behind.

She woke to her phone. It was Philip, which surprised her. 

“Uhh, Tess? I wanted to give you the head’s up in case you’ve heard from anyone down in Woolslayer and are thinking about yelling at me…”

Pushing herself up so her headboard was her backrest, she cocked her head. “You’re the first who’s gotten to me. What’s going on?” she asked over one of those sharp intakes of breath, the kind people make when you’ve surprised them. She glanced at her clock. Ten. 

She blinked. Ten?

“Okay, good,” he said, then rushed on. “The water main break wasn’t fixed overnight.”

“Well, because of the holiday, right?” So far, things weren’t adding up. Why would Philip call to tell her this when it was common sense?

“No. It should have been fixed overnight. This… well, look. Ever go into a project expecting it to sail smoothly and then you take a closer look and it’s so far off the rails, you have to stop and redo all your plans?”

“Of course.” It happened more than she liked, but that was part of the challenge of adapting old buildings to new uses. 

“Yeah. That.”

She took a deep breath. “How bad?”

“I… probably can’t tell you that yet. Can you be in my office on Tuesday? Give me a day to work on this and get more information for you. Things are, needless to say, going to be relatively shut down today.”

“How shut down? I mean, Philip, if there’s no water… That main supplies the entire street.”

“We’ve already got the crews bringing in water buffaloes and trying to get to residents with instructions about flushing toilets and taking showers and all that, but… well, we’re kind of hoping you can help us out here. An awful lot of those people don’t like us government types and don’t want to listen. Someone suggested it might be different if the word was coming from you.”

Tess let out a heavy breath. Her first thought was to wonder why her, and her second was that she wanted to know who that someone was. 

“Tess? Can you help with this?”

“Of course,” she said, kicking at the bedcovers. “Let me grab a shower and something to eat and I’ll head right down there.”

“I got you up.” He sounded chagrined, and Tess appreciated that. 

“I had to get up at some point,” she said, wondering how she’d managed to sleep so late. Yes, she’d been out late, but she had never been one to sleep in. “What time on Tuesday, and can I bring Red?”

“How’s eleven, and yes.”

“Done. See you then.”

From there, the day spiraled into nonstop activity, punctuated by a text from Jamie around three. Good thing we skipped last night. Ryan’s got a stomach bug.

Tess signaled to Serenity to finish talking to the scared woman who had been complaining to her. Apparently “bring your own container for water” didn’t work so well when you didn’t have containers. 

A few people had shown up with gas cans and got angry when they were turned away. 

An hour later, Jamie texted back. Both boys have it. 

Tess texted her regrets and looked up from her phone, freezing. A man who looked like the man she and Jamie had run into by the sheep farm had turned and was walking away.

Tess took a step to start to follow him, but was stopped by someone else who needed help, this time carrying full containers of water back to their car. Water, it turned out, was heavy. And, of course, by the time she was done, the man had disappeared. 

By five, Jamie had texted that Hank had the bug, too, but at least wasn’t projectile vomiting. Need me to pick up some soup for you guys? Tess asked her.

Can you?

Yep. I’ll call The Reuben Deli; they’re usually open today. One quart? Two?

Play it safe. Get three.

Tess chuckled and called her mother to see if she was free for dinner. A stop at The Reuben Deli was always worth the indulgence, and always better when shared.

By the time she got home, it was close to nine. But the soup was delivered, Jamie said she thought Ryan was either completely empty or over the worst of it, and Hank and Tim were curled up together on the bathroom floor. It would have been cute, Jamie said, but for the puking and the fact that Hank had given up on pants for both of them.

Her mother was fine, too. Nothing new there, and she thankfully wasn’t overly interested in talking about Mack. They had wound up making cookies after dinner, and Tess had a fresh batch of oatmeal raisin cookies that she’d probably have to freeze instead of attempting to eat before they went stale.

She picked up her phone to check on Jamie again and noticed a text that had been waiting for her. Mack, wishing her a happy new year.

Hey, she texted him as she settled on the couch. Just saw this. How was your night?

Mother, Logan, and I did the rounds. Alyssa chased me from one party to the other until I finally hid in a bathroom. Logan had to run interference and I got sent home after that. For Alyssa’s safety.

Tess giggled, then checked the time stamp on his initial text. Yep. Right at midnight. She wants you.

Not interested. What had you too busy to check your messages?

She told him, ending with I love the people and don’t mind doing this sort of thing, but on the other hand, I wish they didn’t need me to do it. There are a million people better at playing the games, building the bridges. Hell, I don’t even work for the government. Why do I have to make it okay for a community I don’t live in to talk to a city hall I don’t work for?

It was, really, the biggest part of why they’d broken up. As Mack’s wife, she would have had to deal with the expectation of being a community leader of some sort. She didn’t want to be a leader; she wanted to be left alone to live her life, and that didn’t mean mixing with a bunch of rich women who thought their investment portfolios gave them privileges. 

Mack belonged to a level of society she didn’t want to get near. Back in college, he’d shared that opinion—until he’d chosen it over her.

The buzz of her phone pulled her back to the present.  

Because you’ve got an opportunity. Don’t think of it as an obligation.

It figured he’d look at it that way, she thought with a frown. He’d grown up knowing these sorts of obligations were part of what it meant to be a Mackenzie. 

Opportunity? To play political games and make nice to people who want to step all over me?

Yes.

She held her breath, expecting him to tell her she’d always been too cynical about this stuff. There was no doubt she was. 

I just want to be an architect and adapt and reuse the city’s amazing buildings, and work with clients to realize their visions for new spaces in the city. 

And your incubator?

That, too, she answered, frowning. Maybe, when she hadn’t been looking, life had gotten more complicated. Working with them is like… She had to stop and search for the words. It was a good feeling, like she was full of goodwill and possibility. Even helping with the water, and helping residents figure out how to manage until the main was fixed, and introducing them to Councilwoman Salveggio when they wanted to be heard, had left her exhausted but… It’s a sense of fulfillment different from work.

That’s why it’s an opportunity. Yeah, you’re the middleman, and being in the middle can be uncomfortable sometimes.

All the time. She stuck her tongue out at her phone.

Welcome to my life, Just Tess. 

You’re welcome to it ALL.

Nah. You’re right where you should be. Keep taking care of that neighborhood. 

I’m trying, but it’s getting harder.

Opportunity, not obligation.

She sent him a raspberry emoji.

He responded with a laughing emoji. Look, I went through this, too. It’s part of being a leader. At least, that’s what Krista would tell me.

I don’t want to be a leader. I want a nice, quiet life where I just do my own thing and my work speaks for itself.

I know. Tess wasn’t sure, but she thought she could hear his chagrin in his text. That’s why you dumped me. I haven’t forgotten.

So now I’m a hypocrite?

Nope. Just realizing that the things we want in life sometimes aren’t the things we get. And the things we get make us dig deeper into who we are. You’re rocking this.

I don’t feel like I am.

Did you help people today?

Well… yeah. Sure. At least, she thought so.

You seized the opportunity.

Tess looked thoughtfully at her phone for a long minute before sending back a quick I guess so. Thanks and hoping that he would leave it at that.

Because the thing that was nagging her now was that she was helping people much in the same way that she helped her buildings. And if she took the time to get to know the history of her buildings, it was time to get to know the history of Woolslayer. 

Which reminded her that after she’d discovered the sheep farm, she’d tried to reach out to local historians about it, but had let that ball drop.

Time to fix that. She yawned.

In the morning. She’d make time during the workday. Red wouldn’t mind. 
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January 2

Mack hoped Tess wouldn’t mind two conversations in two days, that she wouldn’t think he wanted to continue the discussion from the night before, or that he was coming on too strong. But he had to laugh with her. 

“So, Krista apparently is now reading the newspapers in Port Kenneth,” he said when he got her on a video chat. It was late, and Alyssa Schoenstrom had showed up at the gym midway through his run and made eyes at him, but even she hadn’t been able to dampen his mood. 

“Oh?” Tess asked, a lightness to her voice that told him she knew exactly what he was getting at.

“Just Tess, seizing the opportunity to… I don’t know. Were you trying to take a shower in a geyser?” The photographer had caught her, face raised to the spraying water, hands out in a helpless gesture, wearing a bigger grin than he’d ever seen on her face before. And he’d seen some big grins from her. Been responsible for a number of them, too.

“Yes. Fully clothed and everything.” She chuckled. It was fat and satisfied, and he wanted more of it. “And wait,” she went on, her eyes widening slightly. “I knew the photographer was there. It wasn’t Georgie, the kid we’ve been trying to help, either. It was the legit photographer from the paper, covering the party and getting a nice bit of action instead. I thought they’d run a better picture.” 

“I think they picked this one because it looks like you’re having fun, despite everything turning into a shitstorm.”

“There wasn’t any shit, just the water main break.” She paused for a beat and he faked a groan before grinning back at her, feeling like the shared smile stretched an eternity. A comfortable eternity. “I still can’t believe the cops let the night go on mostly as planned,” she went on. “The food trucks got moved, the beer truck was almost a casualty but wasn’t, the entertainment went on as scheduled, and everyone in town’s talking about how they missed the party of the new year. That’s what I’d call a happy ending. What’s new with you?” 

“Why the good mood?” he asked, hoping she wouldn’t call him on his dodge. “This was your worst case, and you weren’t this happy about things last night.”

“Because now the city can’t dodge fixing it. And everyone’s talking about Woolslayer in a good way.”  

“How’s it feel to be called community activist?”

A shadow rippled over her face, as he’d expected. “I am anything but.”

“Like I said last night, those people are lucky to have you.” He stretched out on the couch, hooking one arm behind his head and thinking how true that was. Those people were damn lucky to have Tess advocating for them. She just needed to stop fighting it and get busy doing it. 

She’d get there. He was confident that she would. 

“Maybe next time you’re in town about the field, I’ll take you down there and you can see what it’s like.”

“No regrets about walking away from me even though you’ve wound up here anyway?” he asked softly, a knife slipping through his defenses and into his guts. The memories surfaced, so he closed his eyes and welcomed them even though they hurt. He remembered the fallout after Krista had come to get him at school, all those hours he and Tess had spent, trying to figure out if there was a way to dodge the rule that a Mackenzie had to be at the helm of PharmaSci or it would end, how bad the threat was if they just left Tristan there… He hadn’t wanted to take over, but the alternative had been ugly: thousands out of work and even more without access to medicine. Sure, people could find new jobs and the patents for the drugs would all have been bought out by other companies, but in the end, neither he nor Tess had been selfish enough to do that. PharmaSci was just too big. 

And besides, once he’d gotten into the swing of things, he’d surprised himself by really liking the work. Maybe it wasn’t taking care of people the way Tess currently was, and it sure wasn’t the sort of work he’d gone to school for, but it was still making people’s lives better. 

If only it hadn’t cost him the thing he’d loved best in the world. 

He squeezed his eyes closed even tighter, that damn knife slicing through all the walls he’d put up. She was back, she was on the other end of a video chat, but what the hell did it mean? 

“Question about the Mackenzie at the head of the company thing,” she said, as if she were thinking the same things he was. He didn’t doubt that she was. “And I know we probably talked about this, but it’s been a long time. Does it have to be a direct line of succession after you, or can cousins step up?”

“Direct unless no one’s alive. Then there are rules about how it passes. But Tristan ran off all the cousins anyway and they haven’t been real receptive about fixing that. We spent Christmas with part of Krista’s family and part of Logan’s. That was weird. Hi, you’re my mom’s lover’s family. Merry Christmas.”

“Yeah, no thanks.”

“Tell me about it,” he said with a slight grimace. “I know one thing, and that’s this time around, I want love. Real, hot, complicated, enduring. I’m not settling again just to make her happy.”

Tess drew back a little bit and her lips thinned, and he was convinced he’d said too much, but she said quietly, “Me, too.” 

“Yeah,” he said and they stared at each other for a long minute, the knife slicing a new trail up toward his heart. “So,” he finally said, breaking the unusual silence, “think we can set up a meeting for sometime soon? For the field?” 

“Sounds like we need to,” she said, turning thoughtful. Her hair fell in front of her face and she shook her head to move it out of the way. “If only so you have an excuse to get down here and see the hole in the ground. It’s epic, and there’s some complication, so it’s not going away so fast.” She frowned and again, he could all but read her thoughts: It should have been fixed.

“When you get a minute, check your calendar,” he said.

“I’ll coordinate with Taylor.”

“I’ll tell them to expect you.” 

“And then, I guess I’ll expect you.” Her voice got breathy and now he wondered what she was thinking, afraid to hope. 

“Guess so.” With a start, he realized he’d echoed her, and that knife twisted, refusing to let him ignore it. As if he could. She was Tess, and if he were honest with himself, he’d never stopped loving her.  
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Just Tess? My bed’s too big. 

Tess looked at her phone and melted. Even through the text, she could feel his pain. But she couldn’t let him know that. 

You decided to face it, huh? she asked. 

If you can spend New Year’s Day helping people find water, I can sleep in a stupid bed. Or, I thought I could. Took me two days to work up the nerve just to decide to.

I know you can. And I know the first time’s going to be the hardest. 

Nimisha said I should have stopped sleeping on the couch months ago. But there hasn’t been a single night that I’ve been in this bed without Kelsey. How?

She never went away without you? Tess texted back, intrigued despite being grossed out by her voyeurism, not to mention curious about who or what a Nimisha was, although the advice was something she agreed with. When she’d been there, he hadn’t seemed inclined to leave the couch. 

Not without me. Guess Daddy made her stay close in case I left behind any juicy information that would lead to my downfall.

Tess closed her eyes, debating various responses. In the end, she settled for What do you mean? You haven’t told me much about what was going on with her.

My dear father-in-law was actively working to undermine the Mackenzie legacy. He thought he could stage a coup and seize control of PharmaSci.

What about the rule that a Mackenzie has to be CEO or the company folds? 

I didn’t say the guy was smart. He also believed the old rumors of the Mackenzie treasure. Hold on.

Her phone buzzed with the second video request of the day. “Okay, explain all this,” she said as she connected, studying him, but other than looking tired, he seemed as fine as he had earlier. Maybe, she thought, a little subdued.

“Rumor is that there’s this Mackenzie treasure somewhere, probably buried on the grounds. He had Kelsey hunting for it.” He closed his eyes and, for a second, he looked so old, so tired, that Tess wanted to reach out and touch him. It was hard to do over a phone. 

“Krista and Logan,” he went on, “moved into their townhouse not long after Kelsey and I got married. We had a place, so Mother talked briefly about actually selling the Manor, but Kelsey went bonkers. We had to move in here. So I renovated the rooms that used to be Tristan’s. And Cullen’s. And Patrick’s. And every Mackenzie man since the dawn of time, and we moved in. I never gave Kelsey the idea to move into the wife’s rooms; I figured they were still Krista’s until she told me otherwise. And besides, Kelsey was my wife, right? What did she need her own rooms for? This isn’t the Victorian era, or whenever it was that they used to do that.”

“Okay,” Tess said slowly, trying to understand it all and also trying to keep from pointing out that Krista and Tristan had slept apart—Hell, Krista had been apparently sleeping with Logan in the wife’s rooms ever since Mack was an infant. Clearly, it wasn’t all that long ago that they used do that.

“When Kelsey’s behavior got really weird, Mother and Logan moved back in. Krista knows all the hidey-holes in the house and just happened to video a conversation between Kelsey and her father. When she called Kelsey out on what she heard, that’s when all hell broke loose. Kelsey was—” Mack tightened his lips and looked away.

Tess waited. It wasn’t lost on her that Krista had just happened to overhear a private conversation and then confronted Kelsey about it. Krista could be a fierce protector; Tess knew that firsthand. 

“Terrified,” Mack went on, his voice breaking slightly, “that her father would come after her for letting us know what was really going on. She fessed up to everything but then just… I don’t know. Dissolved? She swore he would know we’d found out what he was up to, how he was using her, and that he’d come and kill her. So we did the only thing that would calm her, and we brought in security. Right there, that night. Eyes on her unless we were in our bedroom.”

The things you can do with money, Tess thought. 

“And that night,” Mack went on, his voice hollowed out where a minute ago, he had been angry. Even his eyes, she noticed, seemed emptier, “she got up around one and went outside to look at the stars. The security guys had eyes on her the whole time. I fucking slept through it”—the anger, Tess noted, had come back, just that fast—“and her heart stopped. Just… stopped. That easy.”

“That’s a little…”

“Convenient?” Mack spat the word. “Especially when everyone came in my room, woke my ass up, and we found the empty pill bottles in our bathroom. She wanted to beat her father to it, I guess.”

“Oh, Mack.” All of a sudden, his inability to sleep in his own bed made sense. 

“So here we are,” he said. “And Nimisha says I need to sleep in here again. No more couches. Mother replaced everything she could: the mattress, the sheets, the pillows. She took all of Kelsey’s things out of here so I don’t have to look at them.” He looked down at his hands, then held one up. A simple gold link bracelet was draped over his fingers. “I kept this. It was my wedding gift to her.” He looked up at the phone, a new desperation in his eyes and spreading across his face. 

“Oh, Mack.” Tess wanted to kick herself for not being able to say anything else, but really, there wasn’t anything else to say.

“But I didn’t love her,” he went on, staring again at the bracelet. “Not like I loved you. I cared for her, I cared about her, I tried to take care of her. And she told Krista she loved me, but then she went out to look at the stars…”

She waited.

“Why are all these sick fucks so damn twisted?” he went on after a minute, again looking straight into the phone so it felt like he was piercing Tess across the distance. “Is it the money? The lust for power? What is it, and am I doomed, or is there a way to avoid it?”

This, she knew, was really his concern. It always had been, and after this, it would of course come roaring back. “I think,” she started, not sure if he actually wanted an answer, but he asked her to go on. “I think that it’s all about what you’re after. Power? Then yes, expect it to eat you alive. But you aren’t in this to grow your bank accounts, and you’re not in it to be the most glorified CEO out there, and you’re not in it so you can walk down the street and have people point and stare in awe.”

He snorted and looked away. She wondered what he was thinking. 

“Sorry,” he said after a minute. “Krista was on me for my tights again. She says people point and stare.”

Tess grinned, remembering college Mack and his tights. “They used to make your legs look good.” 

“Yeah?” He brightened. 

“Only when you wore the three-quarters, though. That’s what set off your calves.” 

“Keep going.”

“Can’t,” she said with a shrug that she was willing to bet came off as total flirt. “I haven’t seen them in years. And no, do not stand up and drop your pants so I can fix that.” Although, truth be told, she wouldn’t have minded. At least he wasn’t fixating on his bed. 

“Dammit, Tess. I’m trying to have a pity party over here.”

“And you’re allowed, but it needs to end at some point. Hey, who’s Nimisha?”

“Friend of Taylor’s. She’s…” He licked his lips and looked away. “A grief counselor.”

“I knew I liked Taylor.” Right then, she could have kissed Mack’s assistant. He never would have reached out for help on his own.

“Do you still miss your father?” he asked. 

She paused. “Every day.” In another three years, it would be the twentieth anniversary of his death. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that. He’d missed so much of her life… 

“Not what I was hoping you’d say.” 

“Too bad.” 

“Way to help hold a guy down.”

“You asked me to have your back,” she said. “I’m just doing what you asked.” Although, she had to admit, she’d gladly keep him down if it meant pinning him to a bed and having her way with him until he forgot about sleeping. If only there weren’t so many miles and a huge lifestyle adjustment between them, she never would have been the proper house guest and gotten up after she’d fallen asleep on him at the Manor. 

“Well, have my back on this one,” he said. “How am I supposed to sleep?”

“Lie down. Close your eyes. Let your body do the rest.” 

“It’s not that easy.”

“What have you been doing on the couch all these months?”

“Not sleeping much.”

“Well, then you’re due. It’ll be okay, Mack. It really will be.”

“When?”

“One day.”

“That’s the best you can do?”

“It’s the best any of us can do.” 
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Tess didn’t hear from Mack much again after that for the next week and a half. In a sense, she missed him, but figured he was as busy as she was. He was, after all, the head honcho. 

That gave her time to investigate more about the crazy sheep farm, although details on it were sketchy. The people she had reached out to initially hadn’t gotten back to her, so she decided to go to Serenity. Maybe, she reasoned, the old-timers in the neighborhood knew something. 

Maybe Serenity would know more about Harald, the man Tess had met. 

“He is the self-appointed caretaker of that old chunk of land.” Serenity’s lips pursed, like she’d tasted something sour. 

“You think it’s cursed too?” Tess asked. 

“I know so,” Serenity said. “If you go there at night, you’ll hear the screams and moans. They have never stopped and they never will.”

“Now it’s haunted as well as cursed?”

“Always has been.” Serenity folded her hands in her lap and waited while Tess thought it all through.

“How old is that farm?”

“Old.” Serenity nodded, and Tess understood. Maybe Harald had been right and the land was something to stay away from.

But if Tess had learned one thing from working with Red, it was that property didn’t like to be abandoned. It wanted to be occupied, to be touched by human lives, as crazy as that sounded. Red swore to it, and Tess had grown to think that maybe he could be right. Why wouldn’t an old sheep farm have the same needs?

She wondered what would happen if she made time on a weekend to go over to the land, explore it, get to know it, see if it really was cursed and haunted, see if it could tell her what it needed. 

As Tess left Serenity in Vera’s, the corner café and bakery that was one of the heartbeats of Woolslayer, she knew the truth: She didn’t have time for another pet project. The incubator was enough of one and she had to spend at least the next few weekends working with her tenants on their websites—the upcoming weekend visit with Mack excluded. And Philip still owed her answers about why the city was taking so long to fix the water main break. He’d had to cancel their meeting after New Year’s.

Which was why she and Red were walking over to an old-style Italian restaurant that Tess had always thought had mob ties. It was that sort of old-style. 

“This is a strange place to meet,” he said.

“It is. I feel sort of sleazy.”

He chuckled. “I know what you mean.”

“You thought the same things I did?” She was surprised. Maybe it wasn’t such a far-fetched idea. 

“Almost everyone Christine and I know do. But I suppose it makes sense that it’s a safe place for government types to meet.” He motioned her inside, where a hostess showed them to a back room. 

“This better not be some wild goose chase,” he growled after the hostess had left. Even the stubble on his shaved head was bristling. “We both have other things we should be doing.”

Tess took off her coat and slung it over the back of a chair, looking over at Red, but he kept his puffy vest on. The room was nice enough, with dark paneling on the walls, an industrial carpet, and a buffet table set up along one wall, chafing dishes waiting, their cans of Sterno closed.  

Philip breezed in. “Okay, good. You’re here.” He shut the door and glanced around the room. “I’m told it’s secure in here. We’ll have to trust that.”

Alarms went off in Tess’s head. “Why?”

He took a deep breath and motioned to the chair beside the one she’d put her coat on, taking a seat before she or Red did. “When the crews went in to start to clean up the hole—really, it was a pretty basic break and we should have had it fixed in a few hours, but, well…” He took another deep breath and stood up, shaking out his pant legs. He started to sit again but must have thought better of it because he walked around the table. 

When he stopped in front of Tess and Red, who were both still standing, he blurted, “There were bones down there.”

“Bones?” Red repeated, blinking rapidly. Tess thought he looked like Sanjit. 

“Yeah,” Philip said and rubbed his arms like he was cold. His gaze flicked around the room. “Lots of bones. About three dozen bones.” He held one hand out, the other still folded around his upper arm. “We had them analyzed immediately. Some are human, some are dogs, some are sheep? Sheep? And there’s some raccoon and skunk and maybe squirrel—we’re not entirely certain about some of the smaller bones. There’s nothing like a full skeleton of anything, and if the human remains weren’t there, we’d write it off as some kid’s collection or something, but.” He nodded, and Tess figured she and Red were supposed to finish that sentence for him. 

“That makes no sense,” Tess said, although the mention of sheep bones at least wasn’t completely surprising. The trailhead to the old sheep farm was near enough to the old firehouse that it maybe could be explained. “It’s too random a collection.” 

Philip tossed his head, flipping his hair off his forehead. “That’s what has us tied up. What’s it doing there? Why is it there? Did we find them all, especially the humans? So the bad news is that the water can’t be restored so fast. Not until we excavate the area and see if there are more bones, more pieces to the story. But,” he said, holding up a hand as Tess opened her mouth to mention the sheep farm, “I’ve got my engineers looking into getting service back by tapping into the line farther down, away from the old fire hall lot. That might happen faster, but…” He took another deep breath. “It’s going to be a long haul, Tess. I may need your help to keep the people from rioting.”

She arched an eyebrow at him. “Rioting? Really?”

“Everyone needs water, and we’re looking at… well, I don’t know how long. The mayor’s pulled everyone possible in on this, and not just because he knows you’ll be breathing down our necks, Red. This is… it could be huge. And I’d appreciate the help keeping it out of the press.”

“When have we ever—” Red said, shaking his head. It was his turn to fold his arms over his chest, his biceps straining at his sleeves, some of the vibrant colors of his tattoos seeping through the white fabric. 

“I know, but don’t start now, okay?” Philip said in a rush, taking a step back. “This is the worst sort of nightmare any of us could have expected. We really thought we’d have had this fixed.”

Tess cocked her head, wondering if that could be true. This was Woolslayer. 

Then again, if they fixed it quickly, the people would shut up and go away—and could be ignored some more. 

“I’ll keep you two in the loop,” Philip said, reaching for his coat and slipping his arms in. “But it may need to be on the down-low like this. And anything you can do, Tess, to keep the peace down there will be appreciated.”

“One thing that I know will help,” she started, holding a hand out as if to stop him from leaving.

“Yeah?”

“Maintain a presence down there. Move machinery around. Have people there. If it looks like people care, your workers can be sitting in that hole watching Pornhub on their phones and no one will think they’re not working. Hear me?”

Philip nodded and met her eyes, holding them as he said, “I do. Not my thing, but I hear you.” He rushed out of the room.

Red looked at her for a long minute. 

“What?”

“Pornhub?”

“Hey, I don’t judge.” 

“Let’s keep this one between us.” He nudged her. Tess took it as a sign to reach for her coat.

“Define this one,” she said. “We’ve had a lot to keep between us so far today.” 

“That we have,” he said. “Let’s get back to the office and put our attention on design.”

Tess took a deep breath. “That is music to my ears.” 

“Can I ignore the easy Pornhub joke?”

“Please.” 









