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The wallpaper in the lounge was lying. Zara knew because the catalog called it “coastal elegance,” but it looked like beige had given up and retired by the sea.

She squinted at it, arms folded over the box of paint chips perched on her hip. The inn smelled like lemon pledge and repressed memories. Her stepfather had dropped her off ten minutes ago with the assignment: “Make it charming again.” No budget. No blueprint. Just a roll of painter’s tape and familial guilt.

She had a degree in art. Actual framed proof. Honors. Critiques with words like “haunting” and “visceral.” And yet here she stood, a glorified color consultant for her stepfamily’s aging B&B, with no job offers and one deeply embarrassing situationship on ice.

“Charming?” Zara muttered. “This place hasn't flirted properly since 1994.”

The lounge held mismatched furniture, a piano that coughed when played, and—she was 90% sure—a taxidermy duck masquerading as rustic decor. She shook her head and pulled her sketchbook from her messenger bag, flipping past thumbnails of murals she'd never been commissioned to finish.

Then: footsteps. Heavy. Familiar.

“Who orders daffodil grout in a place this moody?” a low voice muttered from behind the bookshelf.

Zara froze. She knew that voice like she knew her romantic track record—uncomfortably well.

Callum Hayes. Her stepbrother’s best friend. The boy who once taught her how to braid her hair while they waited for pizza. Now, a man emerging from beneath a shelf—clutching pliers and radiating understated emotional damage.

“Zara?”

“Callum.”

“You... graduated.”

“I did. And now I’m here. Applying my fine arts degree to strategically insulting wallpaper.”

He smiled—just slightly—and wiped his hands on a rag. The last time she saw him, he had a buzzcut and a broken wrist. Now? Scruff, forearms, and a frown that somehow worked in soft lighting.

“What’s the plan?” he asked.

“Survive without writing a memoir,” Zara said.

They would not revisit the graduation party, not speak of the laundry room, and not name the moment they nearly let it all change.

“This wallpaper is an assault on my retinas,” Zara muttered, poking it like it might apologize. “It’s like someone bottled beige insecurity and rolled it onto the walls.”

From behind the half-demolished bookshelf, Callum’s voice filtered out—steady and unimpressed. “While you’re diagnosing the wallpaper’s self-esteem issues,” he said, grunting as he adjusted the stud finder, “I’m trying to stabilize the load-bearing wall that’s keeping the third floor from joining us in the lounge.”

Zara blinked. “So dramatic.”

He emerged, sweat-dusted, holding what looked like an old support bracket. “Drama would be choosing daffodil yellow grout for a building held together by wishful thinking.”

She crossed her arms. “That color promotes optimism.”

“So would this place not collapse on a honeymooning couple.”

That earned him a reluctant snort—just one syllable—but he caught it. Zara saw the edge of his mouth flicker and hated how familiar that flicker felt.

“Besides,” he said, eyeing the wall she’d been glaring at, “maybe the wallpaper’s fine. It just needs the right framing.”

“Like... metaphorically?” she asked.

He shrugged and walked past, brushing a fleck of plaster from her sleeve. “Or literally. I’m installing beams tomorrow.”

She watched him go, the sound of his boots echoing in the hallway, and told herself that her heart fluttered because of the draft.

Zara reached for the paint swatches, flipping through them with practiced irritation. Her fingers paused on a stormy teal, her favorite shade for emotional avoidance.

Behind her, Callum crouched near the baseboards, adjusting a level like it owed him money.

“You know, if you stopped verbally harassing the color wheel,” he said, not looking up, “you might choose something worth applying.”

Zara turned, narrowing her eyes. “And if you stop manhandling the inn like it wronged your ancestors, maybe it’ll start trusting you.”

He glanced up. Their eyes locked. Her pulse jumped.

It was the proximity. That had to be it. He was too close, too steady, too... something.

She stepped toward him—one toe in dangerous territory—and held out the teal swatch.

“Tell me this isn’t the exact color of the storm that follows poor life decisions.”

Callum didn’t answer right away. Instead, he stood up, slowly, the heat of his gaze suddenly focused.

He took the swatch from her fingers, his touch lingering just long enough.

“If it is,” he said, voice low, “then maybe we should test it somewhere private. See how long it takes to spread.”

Her breath caught. That wasn’t fair. He didn’t get to flirt like that—not with that voice, that face, that history. “Careful,” she murmured, stepping back. “I might paint it in the mural.” “Go ahead,” he replied. “Just make sure I’m on the wall. Not under it.”

Tempting, her mind whispered. The word curled behind her ribs like heat from a match she hadn't struck—but maybe wanted to. She studied him, gaze dipping to the space between them that felt suspiciously charged. The air smelled like sawdust and unresolved tension. He turned away first. Probably a mercy. Zara stared at the swatch, still warm from his touch, and thought: Maybe I don’t paint him into the mural. Maybe he’s already there.
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Zara stood in the hallway, arms folded, staring at Room 2 like it owed her rent and an apology. The brass number on the door hung sideways, dangling by a single screw, like it had given up trying to be a digit.

Behind her, Callum cleared his throat. “You want the good news or the bad news?”

She didn’t turn. “Is the bad news that beige has migrated to the guest rooms?”

“That’s the neutral news,” he said. “The actual bad news—Room 2 is the only room with a functional bed and working AC.”

Zara blinked twice, then pivoted slowly. “I’m sorry—excuse me—one bed?”

He nodded. “One bed, one pillow, and a mattress that sighs dramatically when you sit down. Like it’s seen things.”

She squinted at the door, like it might fix itself if she judged it hard enough. “And the other rooms?”

“Room 1’s a storage jungle. Room 3 is halfway to a home improvement horror story. Room 4 has a raccoon squatter named Gary.”

Zara blinked. “You named the raccoon?”

“He demanded it. Growled until I respected his brand.”

A beat of silence.

“I hope you don’t snore,” Zara said, tone clipped. “Because if I lose sleep, I will smother you.”

“With what—your creative resentment?”

“I was thinking a pillow embroidered with ‘Live, Laugh, Die Quietly.’”

Callum stepped into the room and dropped onto the mattress. It made a sound somewhere between regret and defiance.

“I’ll take the left side,” he said. “You can have the side closest to emotional stability.”

Zara crossed her arms. “That side doesn't exist. I checked.”

He reached into his tool belt and handed her a roll of painter’s tape. “Here. Draw a boundary. Tape line, moat, emotional no-man’s land. Dealer’s choice.”

She took it and stared down at the bed like it was an open dare.

“You get Mondays, Wednesdays, and existential crises. I’ll take Tuesdays, Thursdays, and petty vindication.”

“Fridays?”

“Donuts.”

Callum nodded gravely. “Glazed.”

Zara looked at the mattress and muttered, “This place is a romantic comedy waiting to happen.”

Callum leaned back on his elbows. “Montage starts tomorrow. Pick your soundtrack.”

Zara didn’t miss a beat. “Judas Priest. Some Heads Are Gonna Roll. Followed by Turbo Lover if you push your luck.”

Callum raised an eyebrow. “So, violence with a side of suggestive synth?”

She tossed the painter’s tape onto the nightstand. “Exactly. And no snoring, or your head’s the first to roll.”

He grinned, slow and infuriating. “I’ll sleep with one eye open.”
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The scent hit her first. Sugar and espresso and the distant aroma of masculine competence.

Zara padded into the inn’s tiny kitchen, hair half-wild, hoodie oversized, sleep still clinging to her like bad decisions. On the counter sat a box of donuts—glazed, powdered, jelly-filled sins—and next to it, Callum, sipping coffee like it hadn’t betrayed him before.

Zara grabbed a powdered donut and bit into it with flair, eyeing the box like it owed her rent.

She nodded toward the counter, where a guest info binder sat, tragically optimistic.

“A weekend itinerary? For whom, exactly? What guests? Nobody’s staying here until we’ve done our jobs... unless they’re actively seeking a retreat at a dilapidated, potentially haunted inn with surprise plumbing issues and emotionally constipated contractors.”

Callum lifted a brow, pausing mid-sip.

“Surprise plumbing issues?”

She grinned without looking up.

“The hallway sink gurgled at me last night. I think it was trying to confess something.”

Callum leaned against the counter, arms folded—eyes sharp beneath that too-casual smirk.

“That sink’s been there longer than you have. Maybe it just doesn’t like your attitude.”

“It burped at me, Callum. I wasn’t even using the sink! I walked past it and it gurgled at me—like it was trying to tell me its deepest regrets.”

He set his coffee down slowly.

“You do realize this inn’s older than your entire existential crisis collection.” “So, it’s sentient and judgmental. Great. Now we’re both haunted.”

Callum leaned against the counter, studying her.

“Pretty sure the pipes are just reacting to bad vibes and theatrical energy.”

She grinned. “Guess you better keep the donuts coming, then. I’m a walking monologue.”

Callum reached for a second donut just as the back door creaked open.

“Morning, misfits!”

Zara turned, powdered sugar on her lip, as Mrs. Delaney, the inn’s next-door neighbor, entered with a basket full of freshly harvested produce. Plump tomatoes, zucchini, and herbs spilled over the sides like a still-life painting in motion.

“Brought you kids a little something from my garden. The basil was flirting with the cucumbers, so I figured it was time.”

She set the basket on the counter, eyes narrowing—first at the donut box, then at Zara’s proximity to Callum. “Well, look at you two. Cozy. About time, although I didn’t know donuts came with a side of flirtation.” She paused, lips curving—but whether it was amusement or calculation, Zara couldn’t tell. Zara blinked, tone cool. “They do now.” Callum reached for a napkin he didn’t need. He cleared his throat, but Mrs. Delaney wasn’t finished. “I used to get that look from my late husband—right before we argued about towel direction. You planning to immortalize that moment on a wall too, Zara?”

Zara smirked, reaching for a tomato. “Only if it pairs with haunted plumbing and emotionally constipated contractors.”

Mrs. Delaney winked. “Then you’ll need a very large canvas.”

Mrs. Delaney plucked a sprig of mint from her basket and tucked it into Zara’s palm like a whispered dare.

“For inspiration,” she said. “Or garnish. Depends on how spicy today’s emotional palette is.”

Zara blinked. “I—I think it’s leaning herbal.”

Callum looked ready to be devoured by the last stubborn patch of wallpaper—ironic, given his two-day war against it.

Then came the fatal blow.

“You two remind me of my Jack and me in ’62,” Mrs. Delaney said, smirking. “Used to call us the Garden Misfits—always squabbling, always building something halfway decent out of chaos.”

Zara stilled. Callum glanced sideways. And for a beat, it felt like they were both back in middle school—when she tried to dye her hair with beet juice, and he helped sneak her past her stepdad after she cut his sprinkler system "for art."

“Misfits,” Zara repeated quietly, lips twitching.

“That tracks,” Callum said. “I once dared you to eat glue.”

“It was glitter glue thank you. And I made it look aspirational.”

Mrs. Delaney chuckled. “Keep bickering. It’s romantic in a structurally unsound way.”

Then she was gone, trailing the scent of rosemary and matchmaking mischief.

The kitchen held stillness after she left—a soft, familiar kind. Zara reached for another donut just to have something to do with her hands.

“I’d forgotten about the glue,” she said.

“I hadn’t,” Callum replied. “You asked for more glitter.”

Zara smiled, powdered sugar clinging to her lip like a memory that hadn’t washed off yet.
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Zara stood in front of the inn’s cracked foyer mirror, mint still clutched in her fingers like a botanical lifeline. Her reflection blinked back—part sleep-deprived gremlin, part accidental protagonist of a rom-com she never auditioned for. From the hallway, a metallic thud sounded, followed by Callum’s voice echoing through a sea of drywall frustration.
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