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      Ethan

      “You’re a peach, Ethan! Burger on the house today.”

      Ethan Parker aims a strained smile Loretta’s way. “Don’t mention it, ma’am,” he grunts, lugging another carton from the bed of his pick-up truck. “It’s no big deal.”

      “Oh, you’ve gotta learn to take a compliment, hon,” Loretta tuts, swiping the back of her free hand over her slightly lined forehead. She slumps against the bare brick wall at the back of her diner. Ethan knows she’ll never admit it, but she’s getting up there in age. It felt immoral to watch her wrestle her deliveries down the street in her rusty stock trolley while driving by. Why no one else had stopped would bug him all day.

      He shoots her a look. “And you’ve gotta stop giving food away on the house in this economy,” he reminds her, passing by with the last of the boxes. It wasn’t the first time that week he’d seen her do so—albeit, it had been more than two days since Loretta had last attempted it with him.

      “I’ll work on it if you will,” she chirps.

      Ethan isn’t fooled for a moment. He’d lost count of how many iterations of this exchange they’d had by now. Loretta wouldn’t change, and neither would he. Fortunately, both of them could live with this normal of theirs. His fondness is unmistakable when his hand squeezes over the damp shoulder of her weathered white t-shirt. “Uh-huh.”

      “C’mon in for a drink,” Loretta orders. Adding, just as his mouth opens to argue, “Don’t sass me, boy. Marie’ll make it.”

      His jaw snaps shut obediently. He may have been grown enough to summon the gall to sometimes argue with the diner owner. But she’d still, a lifetime ago, been his dad’s pal. He wasn’t around anymore. In the wake of that fact, Loretta Beam felt more maternal a figure than ever. She’d certainly been more present than Ethan’s actual mother for a decade and counting. It made her family, something he appreciated in the ways he knew how.

      He motions for her to go on ahead of him. “I wasn’t going to sass you,” he mutters eventually. “I was gonna point out that I’d been driving to the diner in the first place. I’m meeting the guys. Noah’s in town this week, so we figured we’d swing a powwow before he’s off and back to the city.” Noah was one of his best friends, and he also happened to be Ethan’s business partner and occasional roommate. He didn’t remotely look the cutthroat corporate type, but he ran several businesses—one of which was Parker’s Wrench, the auto repair shop Ethan’s father had left him.

      The diner owner hums in response, hip-checking him in passing.

      Of course, she’s a precious, plump, and squat little lady, that Loretta—and Ethan hulked over most at six feet and three inches. Her nudge lands somewhere near his thigh. Despite himself, Ethan snorts a short laugh. “Nice,” he teases, earning a smack on his rear with a dishtowel he doesn’t question her procurement of.

      Swatting him away, she playfully admonishes, “Shoo!” Then, catching sight of his cluster of friends, she hollers, “Noah Harrison! You come and get your pal before his beverage privileges are officially revoked!”

      Ethan’s fingers rub over the small grin fighting the corners of his mouth. “A beverage she bestowed on me for being a peach, by the way,” he divulges in lieu of a greeting to his best friend, who jogs up to the right side of the counter. Loretta’s rag swats his arm this time, earning a sprawling smile.

      Hands raised in defense, Noah says, “I believe Loretta over you any day, dude.”

      Ethan wouldn’t expect any different. Shrugging easily, his palm splays over the countertop, bracing his weight for him to vault over it. His calves narrowly miss the row of maroon vinyl stools that line it.

      “Watch it,” someone hisses behind him.

      Ethan jerks back. Yikes. “Woah, sorry, ma’am– That’s my b—” He’s already apologizing before turning. Of course, the moment he does, he stops short. He knows he shouldn’t have bothered. There was no point in wasting his breath. Whatever he said would go nowhere, judging by the ferocious glare etched into Olivia Wright’s face. His very presence was all it took to summon it. Any further infractions on his part were only icing on the cake. Or blood on a shark’s teeth, as it were. Olivia was no cake.

      There was no escaping the fact, either. Unlike Loretta, she was taller than most girls in town. He wasn’t sure of the exact measurements. But he knew she could meet his eye, and refused to do more than cant her sharp jaw to do it—the way she tips it now, uppity as ever. “Ma’am’s my mama, thank you very much,” Olivia snaps with enough gusto to knock a complicated-looking braid clean off her tan, sculpted shoulder. Case in point, Ethan thinks, brows crawling up his forehead.

      “Hey, Liv!” Noah greets warmly over Ethan’s shoulder.

      For him, with a slight turn of her head, the shark relinquishes a crooked smile. “Hi, Noah,” she drawls like Noah is her oldest of friends. Except he isn’t. She didn’t even know him six months ago, for the love of Pete!

      It’s frustrating that Ethan doesn’t have to question its fakeness, either. He’s come to understand she isn’t the sort to fake anything, not for any reason. Even if she doesn’t like him—and she didn’t from the get-go, from their very first encounter when she arrived in town—he could still appreciate the authenticity. When she smiles, she does it with her whole face; it dimples her cheeks and brightens her eyes. Just as expressive in her affections as she was in her annoyance. Where Noah receives the former; the latter is all for Ethan. He’s sure he doesn’t imagine the peculiarly intense amber of her irises flashing like warning signs.

      He’s used to it by now. “All right, Olivia,” he relents. Somehow, he resists pinching his nose’s bridge before turning on his heel. He waves pointedly to Liam’s overly amused face instead, leaving them to it.

      Loretta’s beverage sounds downright heaven-sent now.

      

      Olivia

      You can’t be everyone’s cup of tea. For most of her life, Liv had understood that well enough. She’d been reliably informed in the past that she showed a strength of character not to crave it. Growing up smack dab in the middle of a considerable brood, it didn’t matter. No matter what, there would always be five siblings and two parents with the biological responsibility of accepting her. And they had. It made no sense, then, for Ethan Parker to still bother her.

      Yet bother her he does.

      In the face of it, it’s Noah who earns her ire this time. He interrupts her scowling with his breezy chuckle effortlessly. Pearly white teeth flash in a boyish grin beneath an aquiline nose. She almost expects him to be chewing gum—to blow a bubble in her direction. He’s perpetually Peter Pan that way. Usually, she appreciates that levity about him.

      Confronted with Noah’s unfortunate choice of best pal and business partner, however… It tends to make Liv unappreciative in general. That man, with his terse responses, inscrutable face, and a blank slate of a personality. His dismissive attitude had irked her from day one. Unlike her short fuse now, he couldn’t blame it on a bad day. It’s how Ethan always is: aloof and disparaging. No matter the occasion of a run-in, he is prone to treating her like she isn’t good enough to waste conversation beyond clipped syllables.

      Liv’s bad day, meanwhile, directly correlates with his existence. She’d spent most of it dwelling on that fact. It’s what she’ll have to blame for not helping it when she sighs, “I don’t get how someone like you is friends with someone like him.”

      Then again, it’s a wonder to her, too, that Noah doesn’t puff his chest and defend Ethan either. He shrugs instead, unbothered. “He’s good people, Livvy,” is all he says.

      Noah wasn’t the first to say so. She’d heard a version of it from Betty Lou, the first friend she’d made in Maplewood Grove. A little more dependably, she’d heard it from Loretta too—whom she’d also overheard telling Ethan to befriend her, just as she’d heard Ethan say, I have enough friends, Lor.

      “Good doesn’t mean nice,” Liv grumbles bitterly.

      Noah laughs again. “Livvy, you’re not that nice either. But you’re good people too.”

      As luck would have it, Noah Harrison was as hard to be annoyed with as a golden retriever puppy. This, coincidentally, is precisely what he resembled in Liv’s eyes. It’s without any heat that her jaw drops and her brows furrow. “Rude!” she gasps in mock affront, eyes rolling emphatically.

      It’s enough of a concession for Noah to electric boogaloo away from her, tossing her a wink. “Eat a donut, save a life,” he advises sagely before he drops into the booth housing his best friends; Noah on one end and Liam Brooks on the other, sandwiching Ethan in. They’re a spectrum in every way. Olivia doesn’t keep watching.

      No one would notice that she forgoes the donut in the end.

      Truthfully, she doesn’t have much of an appetite. She’d thought just being at Loretta’s—immersed in delightful smells of richly fragrant coffee and buttery goodness—would be enough to rouse her spirits. And, for a moment, it had been. Just stepping inside the diner did that some days. A swish of a door, the greeting jingle of the bell. A smile from Loretta Beam that was always worthy of her last name. The scattered chorus of casual waves of hands and hellos. Some other days, though—like this one—it wasn’t such an easy task.

      There were days when it delighted Liv that this town was full of people, and she knew almost everyone by name now. Only a few months into being a Maplewood Grove resident, she knew her way around this town. Those days, she felt like she finally fit. It’s as if she’s been a lost puzzle piece floating through life in Nashville, Tennessee all this time when she’d really been meant to be here. In the house that her late grandmother Julia had left her. Right in the heart of this small town she’d fallen in love with as a little girl.

      Today, standing in the diner where she had her dinner most evenings, Liv felt seen in the worst way. Oh, they knew her, that’s for sure.

      She was Olivia Wright—‘Liv’ to most. Twenty-eight years old. The granddaughter to Julia Wright. Julia had been a beloved Maplewood Grove native all her life. Liv lived in the house she’d inherited from her. She was also a recent owner of Fixed Wright Bodyshop; a labor of love she’d invested her heart, time, and savings into.

      There was no way they didn’t all know it was failing. They all preferred Parker’s Wrench, instead. Maybe they’d even seen her sitting in the empty workshop all day. Just watching time tick by, minute by taunting minute. Watching her glossy, unmarred tools that hadn’t earned some grease in weeks. She was finding that shame was unique when there were spectators to it.

      Growing up in a family as large as hers, Liv hadn’t realized being one of too many could be a blessing, too. Now, she wished for the very invisibility she’d spent her adolescence resenting. Her pulse pounded in her ears. The baby hairs on the back of her neck stood at attention. She could practically feel their pity.

      And she couldn’t help but wonder—if not a donut, what else would fix this?
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      Olivia

      Some days, all you’ve got in your arsenal is taking a deep breath. Liv is more fortunate than that—when she lets herself be. Today, she makes herself. Or, more accurately, Betty Lou makes her. It’s hard to fail at, walking through town to an impromptu town hall meeting.

      The grass remains bright, summer green, but the air has changed. The weeks of running from one destination to another, dodging summer storms, have passed. Leaves have begun to crisp. Their edges darken with an impending fall’s lingering stain. The storms will return soon enough, with handfuls of snow. In the meantime, she’s helplessly enchanted by the clear sky and the honeyed glow it bathes the town in.

      This is how she’s always loved Maplewood Grove best: in transition. In its vibrant springs or its sentimental autumns, when the colors are so rich it makes her heart ache to think about too long. Liv is no poet—but sometimes she understands why others claim to be.

      One of them walks right beside her, arm looped through Liv’s, head ducked close and conspiratorial. “Oh, did I tell you that story—don’t tell anyone I’ve told you, of course, since it’s all very hush-hush, but just between us two—there’s been talk that those Carlton dames just may have something not-so-innocent buried in the soil of those prize-winning roses of theirs. It’s why their flowers are in such high demand. Give one to a suitor, and their heart is yours.” Liv wouldn’t necessarily call Betty Lou Hopkins a poet… But with her dramatic gold ringlets, big blue eyes, doll’s mouth, theatrical diction, and sensational stories, one couldn’t deny her stage presence. Even if that presence was currently being channeled into gossip about the intriguing Carlton twins, Agnes and Mabel, both of whom were well into their 70s.

      At least she does it with flair, Liv allows, biting back a laugh. But she doesn’t want to laugh at Betty. No matter what anyone else said—and everyone seemed to have plenty to say—the blonde had already proven to be Liv’s friend. Sympathetic and sweet, Betty cared. She’d cared enough to be the one to ring Liv’s landline that morning and demand Liv take a walk with her. She’d ignored Liv when she’d tried to beg off the communal gathering.

      A little fresh air and people-watching can do wonders for the soul, Betty had cooed down the line. And she had been right.

      Liv feels it; she feels lighter and more solid at the same time. Especially halfway into the mocha latté her friend had brought along on her walk over to Liv’s door. To think, Olivia hadn’t even told Betty Lou that she’d been avoiding Loretta’s the past few weeks. She definitely hadn’t explained why. She finds herself unable to muster suspicion. The warm, silent swell of gratitude occupies too much room. It had made her feel seen and cared for, for Betty to have noticed. It’s siphoned away her loneliness like a vacuum cleaner taken to crumbs.

      Her best friend back in Nashville would call her a soft touch. Liv would tell her to hush. She’d tell Ellie she has a Rep to protect. Except she didn’t, really. Not in Maplewood Grove. And hadn’t that been the point of her big move to this little town in upstate New York?

      A new beginning. One that was truer to herself than her past had been. It was supposed to have been an easier feat than it was turning out to be. Smoother, somehow. Less stressful.

      So what if it hadn’t been what she’d imagined it would be? Little in life was. Olivia was many things, and not all of them complimentary—but she’d never been naive. Out of the house that was filled with memories of a grandmother who was gone now, and an empty workshop that had been haunting her with its unnatural silence, Liv grapples for perspective. She looks around the Sip ‘n Saw bar with its wood fixings and red, white, and navy decor. People chatter good naturedly around her, like neighbors in wholesome ‘90s sitcoms.

      “Hey-ah, Liv!” a voice sounds to her left. She whips around, and her surprise splays across her features obviously enough for her to know it. Still, she waves back to Loretta before she and Betty take their seats in the middle of the throng.

      Why had she been so sure they’d forget she existed if they didn’t see her? More people greet her. Ask her if she’d been feeling under the weather. Asking her if she’s good now. Betty Lou looks at her, toting a smug grin. The squeeze of her hand around Liv’s arm is a See, I told you so! she allows.

      

      Ethan

      Ethan isn’t likely to admit it aloud, ever—but a part of him enjoys these town meetings. A part of him that respects the tradition of it all; the almost ridiculous ceremony of it all. He could script it himself, he imagines: from Mayor Beckett’s loud tie to the elderly Carlton twins’ bickering to Dot Simmons taking charge. It may not be normal to everyone. But it’s been his normal all his life. Where there’s plenty about his stock in life that keeps Ethan up some nights, these meetings aren’t one of those things.

      They remind him of his dad, sure. It isn’t in a bad way. He found just as much humor as Ethan in it all. Maybe it’s the time that has gone by that’s made it all easier. Maybe it’s that his oldest friend Liam, who had been by his side since either of them could really talk, and Alex, who was a great cousin and an even better pal, flank him on either side.

      “You checking out Dot again, you perv?” Liam elbows his side, snickering.

      On his other side, Alex replies, “Always is. Can’t blame him. She’s too powerful to resist. Little weird since she dated his dad once upon a time—but I guess bros don’t shame. The heart wants what it wants…”

      Ethan swiftly takes back every nice thing he’s just thought about them. Guffawing, he flicks the backs of both their heads. “You’re gross. Shut up.”

      Liam whispers loudly, “Yeah, Alex, shoot. He’s trying to listen to Dot! Respect, dude.”

      While his cousin laughs soundlessly but too hard to reply, Ethan deadpans, “I hate you both. Just thought you should know that.”

      “We know,” Alex chokes out, nostrils flaring and lashes wet.

      A pointed cough sounds from speakers scattered all around the bar. Their heads snap to the podium where a willowy brunette stands on a stage behind a podium, looking right at them. Not accusatory so much as she is intimidatingly distinguished. Dot has that way about her. Her blouse is black and it matches the reading glasses perched at the tip of her nose; her mouth is unsmiling, but her eyes are swimming with mirth. “If you’re finished, boys,” she announces into the microphone staidly, “should we get on with business?”

      Ethan grins smugly, miming applause. Dot, without a reaction he wasn’t expecting her to dignify them with in the first place, moves on. There is a stack of papers in front of her. She taps its edges out without rifling through them.

      “This isn’t likely to come as a surprise to anyone. It’s that time of the year, guys. We’re here to get the ball rolling on this year’s fall fair.” There’s a murmur of agreement that spreads through the crowd. Dot pauses for it, then continues. “As you all know—” she casts a significant glance to the other side of the room, “—we lost a real pillar of our community earlier this year. The spectacular Julia.”

      Ethan’s smile disappears quicker than it had formed. At just the mention of a name, his eyes seek her out of their own volition. Liv. Amidst all the bad blood between them blurring things, he’d almost forgotten what had brought her to town. The realization twists his guts like spaghetti around a fork. It’s hard not to feel like an ass, catching sight of Olivia’s typically fiery features shuttered and dimmed. He dislikes the bleak ghost of a smile she attempts. It’s one he recognizes intimately. He doesn’t grasp how far he’s spaced out until he tunes back into Dot asking, “—anyone interested in taking up that mantle?”

      He doesn’t mean for his hand to shoot up.

      If the look on Liam’s face—torn somewhere between horror and amusement—is one to go by, so is anyone who knows him. It becomes the look he borrows when Liv’s voice nearly bellows from the other side of the room, projecting when her body shoots up from her seat like an arrow: “I’ll do it!” Her eyes zero in on him with a ferocity he is, in a word, bewildered by.

      He’s too taken aback to glean any pleasure from the way Dot’s jaw drops, too. In front of everyone and their grandmothers. “Well— Er,” she grapples, brows hitched halfway up her gently lined forehead. “Right. Uh, anyone else?” Ethan is at least 98% sure Dot asks to buy herself time to process. There is no way she doesn’t know that it was asking for trouble, throwing him and Olivia Wright on the same team.

      The woman, to put it kindly, had it out for him. To put it truthfully? She hated his guts. Vocally. At every turn. She had since he’d pissed her off all the way back in February—which happened to be the first time he’d ever met her. It feels like a foggy dream he’s remembering, thinking of her walking into his garage shaking flurries out of her hair. She’d ripped a dark green beanie off her head, just to mess her hair up in an attempt to smooth it. He had stared dumbly while she’d plucked snowflakes out of long lashes casting crescents on her high cheekbones, like a kid about to make a wish. Right after, she’d told him hiring her would be the best choice he’d ever make. He’d said he didn’t need help. Because he hadn’t. She’d puffed her chest and announced he did; he just didn’t know it yet. He vaguely remembered his exhaustion. It felt so distant, telling her that an ego that big needed earning.

      It had been the first time she’d glared at him. The last time she’d smiled at him, too—or so he’d thought till last week. Till he sees her now, her teeth bared. Apparently, she can do both at the same time.

      Ethan drags a hand through his hair, roots burning. She isn’t interested in anything he has to say. He knows it, and she knows it. So, what good was this going to do? His incredulous gaze drags its way back to the podium. But Dot doesn’t look winded anymore. She looks… Thoughtful. He watches on as she says, as if in slow motion, “Okay. Liv Wright and Ethan Parker will be co-chairs heading the committee. Venue will, as always, be Maple Grove. Proceeds will be divided between housing, maintenance, and the school. Responsibilities include everything from vendors to games to safety precautions and decorations. Please come see me after the rest of the meeting and I’ll… show you both the budget allowances and previous vendors who are happy to contribute again this year.” She gives a decisive nod.

      Ethan doesn’t question why he imagines a nail being pounded into a coffin.
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      Olivia

      It isn’t lost on Liv, that in all the time she’s known him, she and Ethan Parker have never planned to meet. Their run-ins have been an outcome of providence. Or the Universe’s sense of humor.

      Today, it’s different.

      It’s approaching twilight outside—and Liv lied to him and told him to pick her up after work. A lie, because she has nothing to work on. Or, at least, she isn’t working on what she’d led him to believe she’s working on. “Ugh,” she groans to the mirror. Even her reflection looks vaguely guilty. Any and all reminders to stow that guilt—to mark it as unnecessary—go ignored. Even seriously sitting down to be productive about fall fair business doesn’t assuage the voice in the back of Liv’s head that sounds suspiciously like her mama. It’s very inconvenient.

      But it jerks an astonished giggle out of her when Ethan, standing beside the passenger door, throws his hands up the moment she stomps down her stoop stairs. She couldn’t explain what it is about the way he asks the sky, “What could I possibly have done to piss you off already?” All she knows is, it’s hilarious. She also decides Ethan Parker might be kinda unhinged.

      “Hello to you too, Scrooge,” Liv drawls, humor unearthing her Southern twang.

      “Me?” Ethan demands, eyes comically wide. “I’m Scrooge?”

      Liv hums in agreement. “You’re the one havin’ a fit, Parker, jeez. All I did was walk over. To your car. Where you’re waiting? So we can go sign up vendors? Like we agreed on yesterday. Did you hit your head or somethin’? Is any of this ringing any bells?” She waves her hand in front of his face—only partly facetious. Somewhat concerned. Mostly on the edge of laughing.

      Her breath fissures when he snatches her wrist out of the air. His brows raise expectantly. Liv is aware she is staring, agog. “Do you ever shut up?” Ethan asks, not unkindly.

      “‘Fraid not,” Liv answers honestly.

      She watches him nod to himself. Quiet, like he’s critically plotting a chess move. Until he asks, “So you’re not about to snap at me?” He sounds unsure. Almost perplexed. Definitely rattled.

      Liv could feel bad for him. She would, if he weren’t a misogynistic jerk who’d been badmouthing her work ethic around town, and subsequently derailing her livelihood. But it is what it is. So, all she allows is an exasperated, “Do you want me to?”

      “No,” he’s quick to say. “Then why does your face look like that?”

      “Like what?”

      “Olivia.”

      It’s her mother’s fault. It is totally and completely her mother’s fault she blurts, “Because I lied. Man, I lied! Fine? Happy? I wasn’t working. I’ve been watching the clock all day like a big fat loser and I said seven so you’d be done working because you have customers!” She practically spits the words out. Mortified, she thinks some may have actually landed on his shirt. “You know, it’s rude to say things about someone’s face. It’s not like I can take it off and buy a new one. I’m not a Kardashian!”

      

      Ethan

      If it’s even possible, Ethan is more confused than ever. He seems to have pressed a detonation button on her. Previously, he had believed this was a button he’d grown familiar with. As it turns out, Liv has more than one. He has her wrist in his grasp—and he isn’t thinking when he squeezes it gently. “I know,” Ethan says softly.

      Olivia’s face floods with color. Not until this very moment does he realize that she, Olivia Wright, isn’t in her perpetual uniform of shorts, muscle tee, and bright red Sketchers. She’s in a dress. A deeply red dress. With its hem down to her knees and big, tulip-like sleeves that cinch at her wrists. One of which he’d been holding before he’d coaxed her into his truck. There is gloss coating her lips. His fingers draw distressed circles against his temple. “I may have overreacted just now,” he says, mostly to himself.

      “May,” she mocks him. She pitches her voice higher than his had ever been, even before it dropped. She can’t help herself, can she? Yet he doesn’t point out that she’s the one who seems to be having a total mental breakdown. He prefers her troublesome over troubled.

      He nearly coughs out, “You look nice?” He doesn’t mean for it to be a question, but it is.

      He realizes how bizarre it is that he is comforted when she rolls her eyes at him. “Weirdest compliment ever, Parker.”

      “I didn’t mean for it to be,” Ethan says, his tone shifting from light to serious. “You just don’t look… usual.” The word feels inadequate, and he wishes he could take it back, seeing how she processes his words.

      But then she shrugs it off. “My mama taught me to make a good impression, always. It makes it harder for people to say no to you.”

      As she comes back to her own factory settings, Ethan feels tension unwind in his belly, just watching the disconcerting panic in her features dissipate till her eyes are gleaming with her quintessential fire again. Only then does he step back, dropping the wrist he hopes she’ll forget he was holding, and pulls open the tricky passenger side door. “Who could say no to those eyes?”

      It is then that Ethan discovers something indispensable: Olivia Wright did, occasionally, shut up. You just had to shock her. He makes it all the way around the hood of the truck, and into the driver’s seat before she’s functioning again.

      Even then, she’s slow to quip, “Just drive.”

      

      Well, she supposes it’s good to know she isn’t the only one who is profoundly weirded out by Ethan opening her doors. Every single one of the people meeting them there—who had signed up to be vendors the night before—gapes at them.

      But here they are.

      She doesn’t miss the irony of him holding the door to Loretta’s diner for her. To think, it hadn’t been a fortnight since she’d fled this very establishment. All for her to now walk in with the reason why.

      “Let me guess,” Ethan rumbles just behind her, “you’re making fun of me in your head.”

      Liv can’t deny she enjoys confounding him. She attaches no explanation when she disagrees, “No. Myself, actually. And you thought I was the one with the ego.” Like a disapproving mother hen, she clucks her tongue at him. It’s strange to her, too, the difference a twelve-minute car ride can make. Olivia almost forgets they aren’t friends. If only she could forget why. He pulls out her chair anyway. “It’s Southern hospitality, you know,” she stresses, lips twitching with amusement.

      “You can pull out my chair if you’re dying to,” Ethan allows.

      “I’ll show you pulli⁠—”

      Cliff Barnett’s voice is like a bear’s growl. Deep and gnarled. Extra disconcerting when he interjects, skepticism sharpening his syllables, “Aren’t you two nemeses or whatever the hell it is the kids are saying these days?”

      Liv nearly flinches. Immediately, she feels bad about it. It isn’t his fault he looks and sounds dangerous. Cliff had kind eyes and a good heart. Anyone who met him could tell. He was just disconcerting when he wasn’t directly being looked at, is all. Something she stops doing when Ethan nudges her ankle beneath the table.

      One of the Carlton twins blows a noxious plume of smoke in their direction. “We’ve been waiting, darlings. Will you be requiring our services this year?” one begins. “Or not?” the other finishes.

      “Yeah!” Liv is quick to exclaim, blinking owlishly. “I’m sorry—but which one of you is which? I have twin siblings. ‘Course, they’re harder to mix up because they’re fraternal and different genders, but, surely the twin connection buys me some one-time brownie points?”

      She finds it more than a little spooky, that both of them blink back in identical rhythm. Betty Lou may have been onto something with the witchcraft allegations. Her eyes narrow, like she’ll see only one of them if she picks the right angle for it. “One is Mabel. One is Agnes. I know that. I’m right. Right?” she prods more. It’s the other twin who blows smoke in her direction this time. Liv hadn’t even seen a cigarette in her slightly tremoring, extremely wrinkled hand.

      “Choose which,” one says ominously.

      “And we’ll reward you with one of our roses,” the other finishes.

      Liv wonders if this is what Aladdin felt like, confronted by Genie. She can feel her entire face scrunch up. “Are they—? They’re not. Betty’s pulling my leg. She’s got to be. There’s no such thing as magical roses. This isn’t some messed up Sleeping Beauty!”

      That’s all it takes for both twins to burst into identical hacking laughter. Liv is mildly concerned someone’s dentures are going to pop out of their mouth and skip across the table like a pebble on the surface of a lake. “Doll, you know your grandma never would’ve fallen for that,” one of them chortles. Her spittle rains from between her dry lips. The other grins a gummy smile. “But at least you’ve got her eyes! That’ll get you some of our magic roses. You wanna give one to Ethan?”

      In her periphery, she can feel Ethan shaking with laughter. Without looking at him, she kicks at his shin in retaliation. She knows she got him when he grunts back.

      The look he must shoot is dirty enough for Cliff to mutter, appeased, “Nemeses-adjacent.” Liv supposes it’s as good a descriptor of their current status as any.

      

      Ethan watches as Olivia acclimates to them. It isn’t slowly. It isn’t lost on him that it’s remarkable, that it takes Liv a matter of minutes. Minutes, before they’re laughing with her instead of at her. It’s fascinating, the way she goes from defensive and dubious to giggling away with the batty old Carlton twins in real time.

      He quietly slurps down his iced tea and eventually moves onto refilling bottles of ketchup for Loretta in the background when it gets harder to keep sitting in one place. He doesn’t have to guess to know: if he hadn’t been born into Maplewood Grove, it would’ve taken him an eternity to get these people to like him.

      If he managed it at all.

      He doesn’t see a point in telling Liv he only signed on so she wouldn’t have to. It seems to power her, having a project. He watches her smooth-talk Agnes and Mabel to agree to judge a contest. Listens to her corral Cliff into contributing his efforts towards setting up a karaoke stall. She even relinquishes a true blue laugh when Ethan makes her promise she won’t get on that stage, for the greater good that was the town’s hearing abilities.

      She’s whipsmart. Innovative. Cocksure, too—but it doesn’t look so detrimental now. Something shifted. What? He doesn’t understand.

      Yet, dropping her back off at her door, Ethan can’t shake the feeling it is a very different Olivia Wright that he drives away from at the end of the night.
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