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      EMMA

      The worn couch in the restaurant’s cramped office beckoned me. Five minutes in there, and I could nurse my digital addiction and rest my feet. My drug of choice? Realtor. Dot. Com. Oh yeah, the good stuff. My me time between tables demanding more coffee and orange juice, and, and, and…

      Ducking into the darkened room, I caught Lena’s eye and tapped an imaginary watch to let her know I was escaping the bustling brunch hour between tables. She rolled her eyes, which I staunchly ignored. Good for me.

      I exhaled, a grin curving my lips. The cushions sank under my weight, and I dug my phone out of my apron. Time for my fix. I tapped the red app, and exhaled, tension smoothing from my muscles. There it was: the white whale of my personal dreams. Suggested based on my recent searches, the app exclaimed under the listing header. Yeah, recent searches, uh-huh. Or maybe because I clicked on this particular link five times a day over the past year. Watching it. Waiting.

      
        
        Forty acres outside New Hopewell, Texas. Piney woods setting, lakefront property. Owner’s cabin: two bedrooms, one bath. Historic hotel included, in need of TLC. Buyer responsible for all permitting. Sold as-is.

      

      

      A breathy sigh escaped my lips, my finger skating over the screen, reverent. Now for the pictures. Cottagecore to the extreme, vibrant salvia and sunflowers crowd for space next to the cabin’s front porch. God, it was straight-up country house porn. Though the pictures of the inside were blurred, a fine mist covered the camera in certain angles. Odd, but I’d fantasized for the last twelve months on exactly how I’d decorate it. Make it a home. Make it mine.

      I tapped again and again, letting the images float across the screen.

      The lamp behind me flickered. Frowning, I reached a hand back. Totally non-descript, though probably saddled with some unpronounceable Swedish name that made it seem twice as exotic at a bargain bin price. Faulty discount wiring or not, it cast forlorn outlines on the wall, ghostly shadow puppets playing across the walls.

      Ghosts were everywhere these days.

      Great. Now I was wasting my break watching shadows when I should be halfway to housing nirvana. The couch creaked as I leaned back into the cushions. Ah, the perfect place.

      The perfect size for me, a party of one.

      Recently reduced in size from two. Single, single again.

      My chest hitched at the memory, and I swallowed, choking it back. I wasn’t going to let the ghosts of relationships past ruin my five—nope, two minutes. Besides, work might be the worst place to mull over my boyfriend humping someone else. Oops. Forgot a prefix. Ex-boyfriend. Exest of all exes that ever did ex.

      Occasionally, my brain dubbed new music to the memory. A nightmarish TikTok vision of him pumping into some chick set to the latest Dua Lipa song. Maybe later I’d get buckwild and remix it to Sara Bareilles and cry into a bottle of two-dollar André Spumante from the Valero gas station around the corner. You know, keep it casual.

      Just like he’d wanted to.

      Anger flared, and I tapped again, wondering why my zen was nowhere to be found.

      I needed to take the plunge. Buy it. What did I have holding me back, anyway? Not Dan, who found one of fifty ways to leave his lover. Not a career. Not… anything.

      Because there it was, the pièce de résistance, the abandoned hotel.

      Condemned. No trespassing.

      Goosebumps pebbled along my arms, and I stared hard at the old place. Shutters sagged, wood shingles dangling off like a snake’s half-shed skin. Fixing it up would be a whole ‘nother kettle of fish. Or was it a barrel of monkeys? I frowned. Whatever. I could manage it.

      A coat of paint. Okay, several coats of paint. New shutters, obviously. Verdant boxwoods and ivy in black planters flanking the rejuvenated double doors. A dreamy smile curved my lips, and I zoomed in on the image. Black sconces would be perfect there—with flickering gaslights, a row of white rocking chairs beneath them. Rocking chairs filled with people happy to escape from their busy lives. Happy to have a vacation, to live for a few days without worrying about cleaning or cooking or laundry. And I’d be right there, checking them in, making them feel welcome. At home. Because I would give them space—a place to shed their worries at the door.

      Give them something I couldn’t seem to give myself.

      My throat tightened. I’d been that once, anticipating needs and wants and delivering an ideal vacation. Delivering a dream. Worked alongside one of the best in the biz, folks leaving my boss’ boutique hotel with memories they could pull out and hold close when life got rocky, until they could escape into our care again.

      This hotel—this massive property—could be something incredible. Retreats. Canoe rentals at the lake. Maybe add horses and give trail rides eventually. I could see it. The idea was so close and clear and yet… if I reached out and tried to grab it, the whole thing might slip like sand through my fingers.

      I squinted at the screen. Something white clouded one of the windows. Maybe a ratty old curtain, or a sheer? Shadows in the dark folds of fabric could make that odd shape. Unease threaded through me, and I brought the phone closer to my face.

      A hand landed on my shoulder, and I practically levitated.

      “Ah!” I yelped, my heart racing.

      “Calm down, it’s just me… are you really creeping on that beat-up place again?” My older sister stood over me, jolting me back to reality. The noise of the restaurant came back full force, the heady scent of fried food wafting from the kitchen.

      “Maybe.” I’d been stalking this damn listing for a year, since the real estate market crashed. The same crash that lost me a job I adored, and sent me packing back to my hometown, working at my parent’s restaurant. Living above their garage. Ugh.

      I tapped again, relaxing into a rhythm of images and serotonin. Lena huffed in irritation, then settled down next to me. I didn’t care.

      “You thinking about revisiting your criminal past, or what?” She poked me in the hip.

      “Caught me.” I shrugged my shoulders. But it stung. I’d never stop hearing about that dumb night. Even though it happened over a decade ago, Lena would always see me as a teenage fuck up. “Wouldn’t be trespassing if I bought it.”

      I adjusted the collar of the white shirt we all wore, smoothing the stained fabric, and Lena fixed me with a serious look.

      Great.

      “There’s no way you could afford that. You know I love you, Em, but running a business is hard work.” She wrinkled her nose at me, not needing to finish the sentence. Em and hard work didn’t mix. “You’ve seen how much mom and dad put into this place, know it pisses off the other staff when you hang out in their office, and you want to run a business, but you can’t even…” She trailed off, eyes darting in my direction and then back to the tables full of customers. “Listen, I know you loved working at a hotel, but working at one isn’t the same as owning it.”

      She didn’t need to say anything else. As always, her words hit the mark.

      Emma Cross, forever leaving everyone disappointed.

      I turned my attention back to the siren call of real estate. There was nothing I could say to change her mind. Arguing would only prove her point. I wasn’t ready. Lena peered over my shoulder, her mouth pinching to the side in disgust.

      “I don’t know what you see in that place. It looks like a money pit. Can you imagine what it would do to Mom and Dad to have to bail you out again?”

      Irritation flared, and I sat up, scraping the toe of my Keds across the white pine floors. I raised my chin, ready to argue. It had potential. It just needed a little elbow grease. Okay, an entire truckload of elbow grease. Just like me.

      But I could do it.

      “Girls,” my mom sang out, fixing us with a stern look as she swept by. “Enough chit chat. Your tables are trying to get your attention.” Sure enough, my five minutes were up.

      “Okay, okay,” Lena and I mumbled at the same time, sharing a furtive glance. I tugged my ponytail, trying to secure my thick hair before going back on the floor.

      Lena had already scurried off, flashing a brilliant smile and pouring steaming coffee with a practiced air. She threw me a glance, and I pasted on my own smile. Once, I’d loved this, talking to people, chatting them up. Making them laugh, making them happy. But Lena only worked weekends, helping out because mom needed her, not because she needed our parents.

      Unlike me, the family fuck-up.

      My thoughts swirled as I slogged through refilling water, tea, coffee. Taking plates. Taking orders. Updating the restaurant’s social media between tables with colorful snaps of wildflowers in vases, perfectly plated fruit and waffles. Loved my parents, but good grief did they need a millennial’s touch on their online presence. Geocities just weren’t gonna cut it in this day and age. Trying to explain it to them was harder than just taking it over, a fact that made them roll their eyes in exasperation.

      I slapped our brunch bestseller onto a table.

      “Eggs sunny side up, side of bacon, side of grits, side of sourdough with butter, lightly toasted.” The order rattled off my tongue. “Anything else?”

      “Where’s your head at today, missy?”

      I paused, a hand landing on my hip. Ah, it was Jimmy. Oops. I hadn’t even registered him. Crinkled eyes, bald spot I could nearly see my reflection in, and glasses that were cool when I was a toddler and had somehow come back into fashion. I was ninety percent sure he’d worn them the entire thirty years.

      “Mr. Jim.” I flashed a smile. “How’d it come out?”

      “Well, you forgot my Tabasca sauce and my extra sugar.” Jimmy always said it like that.

      I winked at him. “I’ll be right back with it.”

      “You’ve got something on your mind,” he said, before I could spin away and retrieve his condiments.

      “Why do you think that?” I cocked my head, eyes narrowing.

      “It’s not like you to forget. And you’ve got a look about you, like my wife used to get before she’d hand me a honey-do list a mile long.”

      “Maybe I do have something on my mind.” I grinned.

      “Is it a boyfriend?” he pressed, making a grand show of slathering his butter on the toast, one eye on me.

      “It surely is not.” I wrinkled my nose.

      “It’s something important though. Hmmm.” He crunched into the bread, crumbs scattering onto his shirt. I handed him another napkin, smiling at him. “A mystery.”

      “There’s a house.” I waved my hands, trying to articulate the massive amount of land. “And an abandoned hotel. I want…” I trailed off. Why was I telling him this?

      “You want a change, huh? Have a big dream. You’ve got a look in your eyes. Sure it’s not a boy?”

      “I do, and trust me, I’m sure.” I winced.

      “Know what I want, Em?” He fixed me with a serious look.

      “Tabasco and sugar.”

      “Got it in one.” He took another bite of his toast, dismissing me.

      I choked out a laugh and scrambled to get his condiments. For a second, part of me thought maybe he’d give me some grand advice, from a long life well-lived. Something sage and remarkable that would light a cayenne flavored fire beneath me.

      As I snagged his ‘Tabasca,’ Lena twirled between tables, stopping to make small talk with our regulars. She was good at everything. And here I was, living over the garage of my parent’s house, working for them. Dependent on them. No wonder Lena couldn’t see who I wanted to be—who I was. Not when I was right back where I was a decade ago.

      I was sick of it.

      But I needed one critical piece to make my plan work: money. Sure, I’d saved some, easy enough when you leeched off your parent’s generosity, but with student loans and car payments and insurance… It wasn’t enough. Money. I needed it. Or someone who had it.

      An investor. Excited butterflies filled my stomach, but I took a few deep breaths. I had to think this through. Do it right.

      The tables cleared out after the lunch rush, and Jimmy waved to me as he ambled out the door, finally sated on a ridiculous amount of sugar grits. Good for him. Only one table left. I swept his check from the table, glancing at it before tucking it into my apron.

      I did a double take.

      Old Mr. Jim tipped me a hundred dollars. My hand fluttered to my mouth. Surely not. He must have added an extra zero on accident. Or the decimal was in the wrong spot.

      My heartbeat sped up, and I swallowed. There was a note with it. I squinted at the spidery handwriting, lips moving as I read silently.

      “I know this isn’t near enough what you might need nowadays to make your dream happen. Take it from this old coot—dreams won’t wait forever. And don’t make me wait until my eggs are cold to bring the hot sauce next time. -Jim”

      My vision grew watery, and I leaned against a wall. That grumpy old codger. I knew he was hiding a heart of gold. He was right though; a hundred dollars was a drop in the bucket. But maybe this was a sign. A sign to get my ass in action, to finally get something right.

      I pushed an errant curl out of my eyes.

      It was time for a change. I was great at change. First things first, I needed an investor. A muscle twitched in my temple.

      I knew the perfect man for the job.

      Thought of him every time I sat down to daydream about the property, making lists for what I would do, the place it could become. Reveled in the memory of his dimpled smile, his dumb jokes. Oh, I had the perfect man in mind. I’d known him nearly all my life. Just not the past five years.

      Rubbing my apron strings, I stared at Jim’s now empty chair, the worn wood seat likely still warm. I squeezed my stinging eyes shut. The noise of the restaurant faded against my thoughts racing in time with the staccato beat of my heart. Jim, for all his grumpy charm, believed in me. Even when I forgot his dang Tabasco, he saw what I could be. And I believed in that run-down property. Saw what it could be.

      Maybe I could do this.

      Opening my eyes, I narrowed them at my reflection in the massive front windows. I swallowed against a lump in my throat. I would do it. It was about damn time.

      Now I had to do something I wasn’t great at.

      Commit.
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      JACK

      The small velvet box was easy to return. Easier than it should have been. Dark blue, satin interior, a small sad look from the saleswoman who put the money back on my card, twinkling rocks winking slyly up at me like they knew how I really felt from the glossy display cases.

      I shoved the card in my wallet with unnecessary roughness.

      “Better now than later, huh?” The joke fell flat, and the woman behind the counter managed a small smile.

      The door flung open, and the heat of a summer that wouldn’t quit even into the fall blasted my face. I rubbed a hand over my stubble.

      I wasn’t sad.

      Irritated. That’s how I felt. Like an itch I couldn’t quite scratch between my shoulder blades. Like I’d performed poorly on a test I thought I was going to pass. Like I’d lost a mediocre account.

      Conversation ebbed and flowed around me, business here finally picking up. Good sign for the economy.

      Shit. I’d just returned the ring, and I was thinking about the economy?

      That’s not what I should be thinking about after calling it quits with Caroline. I should feel angry. Or sad. I’d sunk the last three years of my life into her. I should feel something. Not mildly irritated. Second ring returned. First, I’d thought my college sweetheart, Beth, was the one.

      Now, Caroline had turned me down. Dappled shade cooled the heated skin of my neck, compliments of palms and pine trees competing for space. Another perk of the landscaped-within-an-inch-of-its-life outdoor shopping development.

      Taking in the brand name shops and glossy signage, showy foliage and designer clothes, I calculated the probable cost for the place out of sheer habit.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket.

      
        
        Aiden: you on for tonight? Or are you wallowing

      

      

      I tapped out a reply, deleted it.

      
        
        Aiden: I have a new cider, you’ll like it

        

        Aiden: It’s not as pretty as your ex-girlfriend, but it might cheer you up

      

      

      I snorted, then sobered.

      
        
        Me: You’re an ass

        

        Aiden: you know, it’s not too late to pull the stick out of yours and have some fun. We on? We could come up with a new recipe, just like old times

      

      

      I sighed, my fingers flying over the phone screen. Aiden and I had been college roommates. Best friends. He pursued his dream, a dream we’d once cultivated together, brewing beer in our ratty rental house, testing out yeast and putting his chemistry degree to good use. And he ended up living his hops-flavored dreams, while I… didn’t. I pursued money. Financial stability. Crossing off achievements like life was a boring video game. Now he was a head brewer at a local craft brewery, and I was the asshole in a suit.

      
        
        Me: maybe next week

        

        Aiden: sure

      

      

      I put the phone back in my pocket. Great, now my only friend was pissed at me, too.

      Couples clustered around small iron tables populated the venue next door. The smell of fajitas and fried chips permeated the area. A man held a woman’s hand, rubbing a thumb over her wrist. Smiling, laughing. I scowled.

      I could use a cold beer.

      What I really needed was a good workout. Let off some steam, vent my irritation. Maybe get some sleep. I crossed the street, focused on that. Better that than focusing on the fact I clearly didn’t care enough about my would-be fiancée—about us—to be more than irritated when she turned me down.

      “I just don’t think you love me. You’re the perfect boyfriend, don’t get me wrong, Jack. I just…” Caroline trailed off, pushing her long blonde hair over a shoulder and squirming in her chair. “I just don’t think you’re the one. You don’t act like you care about anything but work. And I don’t think you care about me, either.”

      I turned the corner away from the restaurant and towards the parking lot, a muscle in my temple starting to twitch.

      What the hell was I supposed to do with that? And when I hadn’t argued, just stared at her, she’d given me a small, sad smile. And all I felt was… irritated.

      Probably because she was right.

      In my pocket, my phone rang. Good. Work. Hopefully the Chevalier deal was coming through.

      “Jack, it’s Robert.”

      “Talk to me.” I winced, hating the way my voice sounded, the way the words came out. Caroline’s accusation rang in my ears. Cold.

      “There’s been a steep price drop on a property out in East Texas.”

      Adrenaline surged. I might not love the corporate talk, but I liked making deals. My company was snatching up foreclosed properties and land all over the state at the lowest prices  seen in over a decade. Once the real estate bubble popped, it was a developer’s dream.

      “There’s a condemned hotel on site, so we’d have to run the numbers on bulldozing it, but it’s forty acres of lakefront real estate in Piney Woods country. Good location for another development.”

      I glanced around the swanky outdoor mall full of self-important people, bodies bared in the lingering heat, hallmark of the Texas fall.

      “Piney Woods, huh? Sounds like we’d have to price more than bulldozing just the hotel.” Heavily forested areas required razing, save for a few choice trees to market the developments as “natural.” I rolled my eyes skyward. High white clouds dotted the blue expanse.

      “You know the drill. That’s why I’m sending you.”

      I paused walking. A butterfly flitted across a nearby planter, and despite its gracefulness, the brilliant reds and oranges were aggressive against the greenery.

      Reminding me of her.

      I swallowed down the still-vivid memory.

      “You there, Jack?” Something creaked in my ear, probably Robert swiveling on his old-school chair. Peaking his fingers together, watching the people of Houston skitter below his high seat.

      I ignored the butterfly as it winged away.

      “Sending me?” Unusual. Most business we did over the phone. “Want me to look at it? Sweet talk the owners?” I could usually negotiate the price down even further. I clenched my teeth. Talking desperate people down from money grated on me. But forty acres of lakefront?

      I doubted these owners were hurting, despite the economic downturn.

      “You got it. They’ve turned down ten potential buyers and then lowered the price. Turned us down twice already. Something smells off about the whole deal. Owner said they would only sell to the right person, something about the place being special. I definitely need some feet on the ground.” Feet on the ground. Like real estate was some kind of macho operation. “Probably just one of those old school country folks. Get out there, schmooze them, wine and dine them, whatever it takes. This could be the deal to make you partner. We see real potential in you, and, more importantly, in this acreage.”

      My heartbeat sped up. Partner. That shiny silver sports car across the way could be mine. Another achievement unlocked.

      I frowned. Not that I’d abandon my old Bronco.

      Too many memories.

      “Make ‘em love you, make an offer, and make partner,” Robert continued, and I imagined his expensive Italian loafers now perched on his desk. “You know the deal. Charm ‘em, like you always do. I’ll send you the details and we can circle back later.”

      Sure enough, my phone vibrated as an email arrived.

      “When do you need an answer?” I narrowed my eyes and double-timed it to my Bronco.

      “Sooner the better. I hear your holiday plans got canceled. Sorry about that.”

      I inhaled deeply, fighting the urge to call him on his bullshit. He couldn’t care less about anyone’s personal life.

      Cold. Just like Caroline said I was.

      “Go down there this weekend, over the Labor Day holiday, stay in town, and get it done. Use the company card for expenses.”

      It was an order. Partner. My goal was in reach. Finally.

      “You got it. I’ll swing by my condo and be on my way.” A redhead sauntered past, face hidden under a wave of glossy curls. My head swiveled to her automatically, autopilot initiated. She glanced away from her phone, a coy smile curving her lips.

      It wasn’t her.

      I frowned. The woman’s grin faded.

      “Good. I’ll expect a progress report on Saturday.” With that, he clicked off the line. I stared at it for a moment, then shook my head, eyes tracking the woman’s flaming hair.

      When would I stop seeing her everywhere?

      Not five seconds after I shoved the phone in my back pocket, it rang again.

      “What do you need, Robert?” I pulled the keys to my old truck out, business voice fully deployed.

      “Hey, it’s me.”

      My hand froze, inches from the Bronco’s handle. I would need a winch to pick my jaw off the pavement.

      “Um, Em.” My voice was too high. I swallowed. “Emma.” It came out a gravelly rasp.

      My pulse picked up, and I leaned my forehead against the Bronco, immediately regretting it as the hot surface scorched my skin.

      “I know it’s been awhile, but⁠—”

      “What do you want? How did you get my number?” I managed, rubbing a hand across my burning forehead and cutting her off. Damn it. I sounded like a dick. Like I was still mad at her. Maybe I was still mad at her. The phone vibrated again; the office was calling.

      I ignored it. A breathy exhalation cut through the vibration, sending chills down my spine.

      “Oh. Lena gave it to me, uh, I hope that’s okay. I didn’t know you guys still talked… Um. Anyway, I’d like to proposition you.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I mean, I have a proposition for you.” Emma squeaked out a laugh. Something in my chest hurt, and I rubbed at it with my empty hand. That was her nervous laugh. She’d be doodling, her long graceful fingers clutching a pen or pencil so hard her knuckles would be white. I could just imagine her long legs bouncing against the floor. Where was she?

      “Jack?”

      “What is it?”

      “I want to be partners.”

      I swallowed. Partners. That word was getting thrown around a lot today.

      “I mean, I’d like to pitch you on a property renovation and business opportunity.” She paused, and the weight of the sudden silence hung between us like a muggy day. “You’re still in real estate, right?”

      Business. I could do business.

      “What’re the terms, where’s the property, do you actually have the liquid assets for something like this?” My voice sounded clipped. Professional. Cold.

      The memory of Caroline’s voice echoed in my head.

      You don’t care about anything but work.

      She was right. I was a stone-cold asshole. I closed my eyes, a surge of sadness finally breaking over me. But not about losing her. Not that. About realizing Caroline might have a point.

      “I have a plan.” The grin in her voice nearly broke me. She always had some hare-brained plan. Discarded them as quickly as her string of boyfriends in college. “But I want to see it first. And I want you to see it with me. You know, get your professional opinion.” Her words were rushed now, excited. My memory dredged up her bright eyes and flushed cheeks, the way she always looked before she got us into trouble in high school. And then college. And then the last night I’d seen her, nearly six—or was it five?—years ago. “I booked us a stay at the place over the long holiday weekend.”

      A weekend I initially planned in my head to spend with Caroline, looking for wedding venues. A holiday weekend that now stretched before me with absolutely nothing to do but work.

      “I have a work trip planned in East Texas.”

      “Oh.” She sounded disappointed. “Oh. Of course you do. Okay.”

      Jesus. A whole weekend in Emma’s orbit. What could possibly go wrong?

      More like what could possibly go right?

      I closed my eyes, letting myself imagine.

      “Jack? Are you still there? Listen, I know I haven’t—” Her voice was twinged with regret, or anxiety, and my heart squeezed. We’d both fucked up. But I wouldn’t let her do it again. I wouldn’t let myself. Business. “Wait, where in East Texas?” Her words tumbled out. “That’s where I’m looking. Where are you staying? Maybe you could head out and meet me. That is, if you have time for an old friend.” Her voice was wheedling. How many times had I heard that same tone?

      Nothing good would come of this. I squeezed my eyes shut, rubbing the back of my neck as the keys jangled against my skin. What did I have to hold me back? What harm could it do to meet her for coffee? Go hear her out, at least.

      I owed her that much.

      “Text me the address and I’ll meet you there. How about Thursday?” Couldn’t be that far from where I’d be. Distance in Texas was relative anyway, measured in hours instead of miles.

      “Are you sure?”

      I paused, rubbing a hand across the back of my neck. It wasn’t like Em to consider how sure I was. Or anyone beside herself.

      Then again, what did I know? We hadn’t seen each other in years.

      This was a bad idea. Going into business with friends rarely worked out, I’d seen it explode enough times. Not that we were friends, not anymore. Acquaintances. Lena texted me gifs occasionally, or small-town gossip, but we hardly mentioned Em. An unspoken rule.

      But what could it hurt to meet up with her and see this property? Didn’t mean anything.

      “I’ll meet you there, but that’s all I’m agreeing to until I see your business plan and the property. Is your boyfriend coming?” A shot in the dark. Em was never single. Not that I cared.

      A short bark of a laugh was the only response. “No. No, Dan is not coming.” A beat of silence. “And he’s not my boyfriend.”

      “Oh.” My chest clenched. Because this was a bad idea. She was single. And knowing her, probably on the prowl. Not that I was in any condition to be looking for a rebound. And rebounding with Em? Terrible fucking idea. Was she humming Dua Lipa?

      “What about you?” Em asked, briefly breaking off before quietly singing the chorus. With my luck, it would be stuck in my head all day now.

      “I’ll see if Caroline can come.” I smacked my forehead against the driver side window of the Bronco. A woman walked by, concern and apprehension etched on her face. And then the alarm sounded, a series of sirens and beeps.

      Idiot. My phone beeped, the office trying to reach me again. “I have to go, Em. See you soon.” I found the de-arm button for the car alarm and tripped it, but it didn’t stop.

      “Okay, love ya, bye.”

      Love ya? I stared at the phone, watching the screen light up as my office continued to ring through. Love ya. The car whined and howled, and a few people stopped to stare. I whacked my palm on the hood, and the alarm fizzled out in a bizarre cacophony.

      Em didn’t mean anything by it. She never had and never would.
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      EMMA

      Pine trees lined the road, evergreen limbs clawing the sky. Night threatened to fall any minute. It would definitely be dark as shit once it did, seeing as how there weren’t any lights out here in yeehaw East Texas. And I’d definitely forgotten to pack a flashlight.

      The thought never crossed my mind, actually.

      I’d been too busy planning. Putting together a spreadsheet, even a PowerPoint presentation highlighting my main points, as though a slide deck and Excel would be enough to convince Jack to be my partner, after all I’d put him through. Ha. I’d put my ancient laptop through its paces.

      I hated Excel. And yet, there I’d been, watching tutorials on how to make it fancy and pretty and make the numbers do things I didn’t know spreadsheets could do. After watching the yawn-worthy tutorials, I had a new, post-Dan motto.

      Be the Excel spreadsheet you wanted to see in the world.

      Neat rows and columns and data tied up in a tidy package and tuned to any color in the color wheel I wanted to be. Organized. Optimistic, but real.

      Not the vapid mess of chaotic energy and mind-numbing, shallow relationships I’d strung myself out over the past decade or so. Enough of my family’s quiet concern and brutal disappointment. Or in the case of Lena, not so quiet.

      Be a spreadsheet and spark joy. I was going to Kondo my damn life. I had everything to gain. Besides, what did I have to lose?

      Savings? Who needs ‘em!

      If everything went according to plan, I’d be the proud owner of a fixer-upper hotel and an eventual fledgling business. Something that was mine. Something that would show everyone exactly what I was capable of. Excited butterflies exploded in my stomach at the thought.

      My phone vibrated in the cupholder, and I chanced a glance at the screen before picking it up.

      “Hello?”

      “Hello, this is Emma, yes?”

      “This is she.” My good ole southern manners mother had drilled that response into me as soon as I could speak.

      “Oh good. It’s Susan, the seller’s agent again. Just wanted to let you know the house is clean and ready for your stay, fresh sheets, and my client put some things in the fridge for you. She wanted me to remind you of the terms of the agreement.” A heavy, put-upon sigh followed this, and I smiled in spite of myself.

      “I remember.”

      “Well, they wanted me to call and tell you again.” Another long exhalation. Susan sounded completely over it.

      “Go for it.”

      “The term of the stay is three nights, three days, to begin at sundown this evening and end at noon on Saturday. You are to stay the entire night at the property, but may leave during the day to see the town. You must stay in New Hopewell. If you meet the terms of this agreement, the owner or I will meet with you to discuss a discounted price and wrap up the sale, if you’re still interested.”

      “Susan, I could recite this by heart.” I’d only read the email a hundred times in the last week. I gripped the steering wheel tighter. The razor’s edge of hope was nearly too much; I’d either actually make this happen, or I’d screw it all up.

      “Emma, I’m glad to hear it. I’ll be glad to get this deal done. Trust me.” The sound of a clacking keyboard filtered through the speaker.

      “Anything else I should know?”

      “Well—” She paused, the typing suddenly stopping. “I don’t know if I should tell you this⁠—”

      “Tell me what?” Tingling anticipation wound through my body. There had to be a catch.

      “There’s not a whole lot of restaurant choices.”

      I laughed, relief coursing through me.

      “Be safe out there, talk to you soon.”

      And with that, the line went dead.

      Sudden movement jerked my attention back to the road, and I screeched, along with the brakes on my beat-up old Toyota. The seatbelt pulled across my chest, a tight reminder that I needed to keep my thoughts and car from careening out of control. A deer bounded across the road, and I gulped, choking air down.

      Adrenaline kicked in, sending tingles down my arms and legs, and a high-pitched laugh burbled out of my mouth.

      Just a deer.

      “You’re so dramatic, Emma.” My imitation of Dan was pitch-perfect, and I grimaced at my reflection in the rear-view mirror.

      I shoulda dumped him way before. And now he wasn’t my boyfriend and he could go get a UTI with his new chick.

      A car horn sounded behind me.

      “Yeah, yeah, I hope you get a bladder infection, too.” You get a bladder infection, you get a bladder infection! Everybody gets a bladder infection. Well, hopefully not me. Oprah would never. I flashed a toothy smile and waved at the dude behind me. Never can be too polite. Never know who’s packing in good ole Tejas.

      I eased the car back into first gear. The clutch on the darn thing was sticky as hell, but there was something really satisfying about wrenching the stick into place when I was angry.

      The car behind me flew by me on the shoulder, middle finger salute out the driver’s side window.

      A wrinkled print-out lay next to me in the empty passenger seat. “Beautiful, quiet retreat. Deep Piney Woods setting, lakefront property. No need to ever leave.” It proclaimed, in obnoxious Comic Sans. I had it memorized, knew it by heart. Staring at it during every break the past year would do that to a girl.

      Gripping the stick, I rammed the car into second, then third, reciting the words I’d read so often over the past twelve months.

      Come hell or high water, I was making it to the damn property. A frown turned my lips down. Even if my trusty Toyota was acting weirder than usual.

      “Shit.” The car jerked as I hit the rumble strip, jarring my teeth and practically dislodging a filling. A reminder that if I was going to pull this off, get Jack’s help, I had to focus on one thing at the time. No more flighty Em. Only focused Em.

      The rumble strip reminded me of something else, too: I needed to pee.

      The seatbelt cut against my collarbone as I squirmed, scanning the distance for an exit.

      A quick look at the GPS told me there was a gas station a few miles ahead. Mile marker after mile marker flashed by, the sun setting in a brilliant display of peach and orange. And only five more miles to New Hopewell, the small town and closest city to the cabin. New Hopewell.

      If only it would live up to its name.

      “Mile marker forty-one.” I took the exit, expecting the blinding lights and garish yellow and reds of another big chain gas station.

      What I got was a beat-up old rickety place. A sign screamed, “GAS LIVE BAIT SANDWICHES.” Punctuation must not be a priority around here. Either that, or I didn’t want to try the sandwiches.

      Paint peeled off the exterior, a faded blue and white. A single rectangular window showcased a dusty interior, a yellowed lace drape half pulled across it. In the new half dark, it didn’t inspire confidence. Creepy. I half-expected a banjo to twang in the distance.

      Two old-fashioned pumps rose out of the pock-marked asphalt. My nose crinkled.

      They didn’t even look like they’d work.

      Shrugging, I turned off the engine and popped the gas cap. No reason not to fill up while I stopped to pee. I squeezed my eyes shut. Just thinking about peeing made it so much worse.

      “Hey there.”

      My eyes flew open, and I screamed. I’m not proud of it, it just happened. My heart thudded in my chest, so fast and furious, I slapped it to try to get it to stop.

      “What the hell, Emma? What’s wrong with you?”

      I choked, half coughing and half laughing. “Jack, you scared the shit out of me. Not literally.”

      But almost literally, considering how badly I had to use the bathroom.

      Jack. I swallowed a sigh. He’d always been handsome. Ridiculously so. But I’d get used to it, being around him was like breaking in a pair of new shoes. My reaction to his hotness would wear off. Probably.

      But right now, he was shiny and new again, dark hair and dark eyes and tanned skin and so, so tall.

      A small sigh escaped my mouth, and his lips curled up in a smile. Dazzling. White teeth. Straight, thanks to the years we both spent in braces. Even had the same dentist, though my smile wasn’t nearly as show-stopping as his. Dentists only get you so far.

      His eyes flitted away from mine to the back seat.

      I swallowed again. What did he see back there? A box of crackers, an empty soda can, a box of candy I ate on the three hour drive out here.

      A mess.

      “Same old Em,” he said.

      I patted a curl back into place, masking disappointment. But this bladder wasn’t gonna make it much longer. The red bull had been a mistake. As had the water and every other liquid I’d ever drank ever.

      Jack still smiled, his eyes crinkling up playfully. That look. The same expression that egged me on for years.

      It was like coming home.

      I snuck a look at him, but his smile had evaporated into blankness.

      “It’s good to see you, Jack. I’ve missed you.” I was so wrapped up in watching the progression of expressions, his arms caught me by complete surprise. He folded me into his chest, and I caught his familiar scent. All the anger melted right out of my body, and I sagged into him. “How’re your parents?”

      His body stiffened against me, and I bit my tongue. Should’ve known better than to ask.

      “They divorced. Finally.” His grin vanished. “Wish they’d done it years ago.”

      He let me go, the hug lasting a moment too long. What would his girlfriend think? I frowned.

      “I gotta pee.” I hauled away from him, reeling from the hug. Just a lil squeeze between friends. “I can’t believe you still wear Axe.” I breathed him in.

      “Hey, wait, Emma.”

      “I gotta pee.” It was too awkward already. And my bladder was about to explode. I closed the distance to the rickety old building. It didn’t inspire confidence. Swallowing, I grabbed the rusted handle, nearly losing my balance as it opened on its own.

      It squeaked inward, fluorescent lights flickering overhead.

      “Hello?” A cautious step propelled me onto the filthy linoleum. My feet knew what my mind didn’t want to acknowledge—my bladder was out of time. You get a bladder infection!

      There was no hope for it. I was going in.

      Code Yellow.

      It was find a toilet now or make one in my pants.
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      JACK

      Emma. So much the same about her, from the smart-ass grin to her absolutely mind-boggling ability to never plan bathroom stops. Her body was as graceful and athletic as I remembered, her hair untamed, unruly, unstoppable. Just like Em herself.

      And yet—changed. Her eyes still shone, full of life and light, but she carried herself like a woman who knew how to guard herself. Like she expected to be hurt. Brittle.

      My throat constricted, and I let out a long sigh, cracking my neck and taking stock of the absolute shit hole of a gas station. Long yellowed shelves were sparsely populated by boxes and cans all covered in a thin film of grim and dust. Thin fluorescent lights swayed overhead, one flickering intermittently and emitting a low droning hum. And no one was around. Did anyone even work here? Something about the whole place seemed off.

      Hell, this whole trip was off.

      I should’ve known when she suddenly initiated contact that this had a fifty/fifty chance of evolving into a complete shit show.

      But here I was, ever at her beck and call, five years later. Sixty some odd months since our friendship imploded as gracefully as a frag grenade, shrapnel embedded so deep it still ached.

      Business. I swallowed.

      A mirror behind the gas station counter caught the expression on my face, and with the bristly five-o’clock shadow—it wasn’t a good look. A ragged sigh dipped deep from my chest, and I folded my arms across it, as though that would stop another from escaping.

      I was an idiot for thinking it would ever be different between us, that we could be acquaintances. One sidelong glance at her, and I was right back to college. And high school.

      Original goal for the weekend? Help Emma out. Not go into business with her, but help steer her the right way. Never go into business with her.

      No way was I making the same mistakes my parents did.

      But I could make up for everything… everything that had come between us. The way I’d cut her out of my life. A neat amputation, considering how close we’d been. Screened her phone calls, said things I could never take back. Tried to pretend she didn’t exist, as though two decades worth of memories were easily scrubbed from my brain.

      Pulling out my phone, I scrolled past our tentative conversation over the past week. Checking the text she’d sent with the property address, still disbelieving.

      The same address Rob tasked me with buying. The property that could help me pass the finish line on my career goal. My heart pounded, loud even against the rumble of the ancient AC window unit, spitting to life.

      I could make partner.

      I swept a palm over my face. Caroline accused me of being cold. I didn’t know I had this much ice in me.

      Originally, I’d thought maybe I could make amends. Get closure, heal from the implosion of our friendship.

      Maybe.

      New goal? Survive her. Play my cards close to the chest. Talk her out of the property, convince her it would be too much work. She buckled down occasionally, but only when it was something she really wanted. Which hadn’t been often. Surely she hadn’t changed. Like I had forgotten how often she’d copied my work in high school, and then even in college.

      The memory of Em’s red-gold hair falling over the curve of her cheekbone at my old  dorm, as she copied down answers after pulling a double at the hotel she’d worked at. “Why work hard when I can work smart?” she’d say, with that signature grin. “Homework is a waste of time. Besides, I’m fixing your mistakes too; you should thank me.” With a shrug and a quick wink, she’d leaned back over, pencil scratching out the answers.

      If she were in my shoes, she’d do the same thing.

      My stomach churned. I ran a finger along the counter-top, only to quickly regret dredging it in what had to be a year’s worth of dust and grime.

      The churning had to be hunger. The protein bar I’d gobbled after my morning workout was not enough. I eyed the slim pickings. I should’ve brought something with me to eat. God only knew what they’d have stocked at the B&B I’d booked, the only hotel in a fifty-mile radius.

      I swallowed, my throat dry. God knew Em wouldn’t have thought to bring food, unless she’d had a major personality change in the last few years. And learned to cook. My cheeks hurt, and I realized with a start I was grinning at the memory of burnt toast, her special.

      Though it had damn near been long enough. Who was I to assume?

      My fist pounded the counter, and I squeezed my eyes closed. This was a mistake. I’d made one terrible assumption after another.

      I’d assumed this could be fun, for one thing. I’d assumed we would both be here with our respective fiscal responsibilities, a business-barricade between the two of us. We’d circle each other like moons, the gravitational pull of a potential professional relationship keeping us safe.

      She always exerted her own gravity, though. A pang surged through me.

      I’d missed her. But… better not to engage. How many times did I need to travel down that primrose path?

      I massaged a tense muscle in my forearm, pausing to adjust the band on my watch. Uncomfortable. In the mirror behind the counter, my eyebrows rose, and my throat bobbed as I swallowed.

      For a grown man, I felt like a scared teenager. Totally thrown off my game.

      I shouldn’t have come.

      I shifted my weight, searching the dump of the convenience store. If the whole town looked like this, she wouldn’t need convincing to drop her hare-brained hotel scheme. I snorted. It was so like her, to fly by the seat of her pants and land in the middle of nowhere for a long weekend.

      I sighed, pinching the bridge of my nose. It could be fine.

      Maybe it could be fun.

      Maybe we would have fun.

      My feet moved of their own accord, toward the bright light trickling out behind a door marked ‘ladies.’

      Toward Emma.
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