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NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR


Emerson’s struggles with weight and body image are the product of her own disordered thinking and do not reflect the author’s personal views in any way.


Sometimes people (and characters) must admit to hating parts of themselves before they can challenge the thoughts that got them there.
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EMMY


I have a theory: the person you were in high school is the person you are for life.


That’s why the most popular girl in school still thinks she’s cute decades after anything cute about her has withered up and died, and why Silicon Valley billionaires still feel like geeks, no matter how many models they screw.


Donovan Arling was never a geek. He’s been a beautiful specimen his entire life and can’t forget it for a minute. Even now, while he fucks me, it’s not my naked frame beneath him he’s staring at lovingly—it’s his reflection in the mirror he can’t look away from.


Then again, I’m down here thinking about what an asshole he is, so maybe neither of us has our head in the right place.


“I love your arms,” I murmur, running my hands over his triceps. It’s not a lie—he really does have amazing arms—but mostly I just need him to finish so he gets the hell out of my apartment.


“Yeah?” he grunts, a tiny note of desperation in his voice.


“They’re so defined,” I moan. “Those triceps.”


“Oh fuck,” he says, and now his voice is all full-blown panic, a guy who knows the end is nigh whether he wants it to be or not. “Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck.”


He’s busy now, with all the coming and whatnot, so I’m able to roll my eyes at a leisurely pace, knowing even as I do it that I’m being wildly hypocritical.


How many guys have I slept with solely to reassure myself I’m pretty? Many. But Donovan has always been beautiful, so it’s not like he’s got some kind of vacancy to fill—whereas mine appears bottomless.


If you were ever the fat girl, you will always be her inside your own head.


Donovan collapses on top of me. “Fuck, that was hot.”


“Cool,” I reply. “Now you need to get out of my apartment. I’ve got to pack.”


He flips onto his back, pushing his hair away from his face with a lazy hand. “Is that any way to treat the guy who made you come four times this morning?”


He didn’t make me come four times. I haven’t come four times total during all the weeks we’ve slept together.


“Sorry. Please get out of my apartment.”


He sits up, scowling. “Do you always have to be such a bitch?”


“No, I don’t have to be.” I yawn, waiting to grab my phone until I’ve heard the door slam behind him. I’d intended to check on my flight.


I forget it entirely when a text from Liam Doherty catches my eye.


He’s the point of contact for one of my projects in Elliott Springs. And though I normally avoid friendliness with employees and vendors, it’s hard with him. No matter how awful I am, he winds up making me laugh. There is no amount of bitchiness on my end that dissuades him.


I scroll back through yesterday’s messages, fighting a smile.


I’ll be in the theater day after tomorrow. I want the ceiling tiles in by the time I get there.


LIAM


That’s a full day’s work and I’m currently at the nursing home with my dying grandma.


That sounds made up.


I told you about this not five hours ago. It’s like you don’t hear me anymore.


I’m doing my best not to hear you. And unless she’s loaded, making me happy is the wiser financial decision.


And his reply, which I’m only seeing now:


LIAM


I guess Nana might have another day, despite what the doctors have told us. I’ll just remind her not to walk toward the light.


It’s dangerous, allowing myself to be amused. It’s dangerous that I’ve allowed him to amuse me for months now. I should have shut it down. When he expressed concern about me leaving the office late one night or when he said I think you need someone to take care of you, Em…I should have reminded him what this was.


A professional relationship, one that’s nearly over.


Instead, I read and reread those messages as if they’re exactly what they are: the closest thing to love notes I’ve ever received. And now he’s going to meet me and I’ll have to put an end to it. But I sort of wish I didn’t have to.


I put the phone away, hop in the shower, and descend to the lobby ninety minutes later, pulling three suitcases with my carry-on slung over my shoulder. I walk fast past Giorgio, the doorman—I loathe unearned friendliness and idle chitchat, and he has an insufferable fondness for both. There was never a conversation about the weather or my destination that Giorgio couldn’t drag out five minutes beyond its time of death.


“Rushing off somewhere exciting, Miss Hughes?” he asks, grabbing one of the suitcases.


“Elliott Springs, California.” My tight smile is a warning that says don’t ask more questions. It’s a warning he never fucking heeds.


He holds the door. “Can’t say I’ve heard of it.”


“No one has.” I move briskly toward the waiting town car. “That’s why I left.”


“Well, you’ll be missing some nice weather here,” he continues as the driver takes my luggage. “Seventies all week. But it’s good to get back to your hometown.”


“It is,” I reply with my first real smile of the morning. “Especially when you’re there to destroy it.”


Giorgio’s jaw is still open as I climb into the car.
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IT TAKES A SIX-HOUR FLIGHT, an hour waiting for the correct rental car, and a ninety-minute drive to reach Elliott Springs, a postcard-perfect Northern California village, equidistant to San Jose and Santa Cruz but not especially convenient to either.


Elliott Springs is known for its cobblestone streets, 1800s architecture, and small-town values, which are all things I don’t care about. But there’s a resort opening on the mountain to the right of the town and two major companies relocating to the left—and I care very much about that.


Soon, Elliott Springs will be flooded with wealthy new residents and even wealthier tourists. And will they want to shop at Cuddlebug Lady’s Fashions and Candles? They will not. Will they want to get their hair done at Cuts-n-Stuff after a plate full of Hamburger Alfredo or whatever the hell the local diner calls an entrée? Doubtful. They’ll want wine bars, decent food, and hundred-dollar yoga pants. I love wine bars and expensive yoga pants too, but what I like best is the thrill of destroying Elliott Springs.


As I drive through town, I pause for a moment in front of Lucas Hall. Once upon a time, the area’s biggest events were held inside its walls. There were wild parties there during Prohibition, fundraisers for the troops during both World Wars, debutante balls during the fifties, and every school event for a century.


The entire town’s history is wrapped up in this decaying old building, and my history too. I remember the way they tripped me on the way up to the stage and tore my dress; I remember Bradley Grimm saying, “I feel the building shake when she walks,” as I crossed the portico for my diploma. What a nice moment of levity they brought to our high school graduation, here in this building they all treasure so very much. I’m certain they’re still laughing about it, and that they laugh even harder about the worse moments, the ones so painful I can barely stand to remember them even now.


But once this building is an apartment complex and I’ve driven all their businesses into the ground, I bet they’ll find those memories about as funny as I do.


I turn down Main Street, heading for the bridge. My boss calls just as I hit it, as if he’s tracking my location, which I would not put past him.


“Is everything set?” Charles barks.


“Yes,” I reply crisply. It’s deeply annoying that he’s even asking the question. “The architect’s drawings were completed weeks ago, and I’ll talk to the mayor before the meeting.”


“We’re indulging you here,” he warns, “but we still expect results. Once The Hedgerow opens this summer, it might be too late to fly under the radar.”


“Yes, I realize that, Charles,” I say between my teeth. I’m the one who told you about it, remember?


I don’t fault Charles for being unfriendly—it’s hard to cut down the weak branches if you’ve gotten personally attached to those branches. I do, however, fault him for the fact that he likes to take credit for my work. It’s one of many reasons he’ll be a branch I cut away once I’m in charge. I’ve had a designer mapping out my tastefully feminine renovation of his office for months.


“Do whatever you have to do,” he says before he hangs up.


What he’s really saying is sink to any level necessary to achieve our goals, an unnecessary reminder since I always sink to any level necessary. But he also means be fearless, and as I pull up in front of my mother’s home, the place where I endured the worst years of my life, I’m feeling a lot less fearless than usual.


Nothing has changed in the two years since I was here last—the gate is still broken, shutters hang askew, the angel figurines I gave my mother as a child sit on the front porch collecting dust while the ones my brother gave her will sit on glass classes inside like the treasured heirlooms they are.


She won’t be pleased to see me. Her voice will drip with disdain as she tells me my expensive purse is tacky, when she says it looks like I’ve gained weight and that she wishes Jeff was the one here to take care of her instead of me.


And I’m going to suck it up and take it, the way I always have.


The timing of my mother’s knee surgery worked to my advantage—I’m trying to arouse as little suspicion as possible about Inspired Building’s plans, and this allows me to claim I’m here only as a loving daughter as opposed to some big-city interloper trying to destroy Elliott Springs’ small-town charm. I wonder if it could possibly be worth it, though, as I approach the house in the sun’s dying light.


The door is unlocked. I enter and drop my suitcases in the foyer, careful not to jostle the glass display shelves, then walk to the back of the house.


“You’re finally here,” my mother says, the folds around her mouth sagging as she pauses the TV. Her gaze drifts over me, head to toe. “And all dressed up for the occasion, apparently.”


“It’s lovely to see you too, Mom.” I don’t bother to explain why I’m in a suit—nothing I say will impress my mother, though I doubt that will stop me from trying repeatedly during the months ahead. No matter how old I get, there will always be this five-year-old inside me who desperately hopes she can make Mommy love her. And the harder I want it, the more she hates me instead.


She nods toward what remains of the back deck while her new screen porch is being built. “Let Snowflake in.”


“You got a dog?” I ask. “You hate dogs.”


“I don’t hate dogs,” she argues, though it’s what she said, verbatim, throughout my childhood. “He was Jordan’s, but he got too big for their place.”


This doesn’t surprise me in the least. Jordan, my brother’s fiancée, is exactly the type to get a dog she could fit in a designer handbag and abandon it once he wasn’t willing or able to be carried around quietly. My mother had better warn Jordan that babies won’t fit in purses forever either.


I open the door and Snowflake bounds inside, jumping on me with muddy paws. I walk into the kitchen to wipe the mud off, glancing at my watch. I suppose I’ll be expected to cook, though God knows what I’ll even make—my repertoire in the kitchen is mostly limited to peanut butter and jelly, or things that only require a microwave, and I even manage to destroy those. “It’s nearly dinnertime. Are you hungry?”


My mother is holding the remote up, ready to resume her show. It’s been two years, but we’ve apparently exhausted the conversation.


“I don’t need dinner,” she replies. “And it wouldn’t kill you to skip a meal or two either.”


My hands grip the counter. I cannot believe she’s already starting this shit with me. I’ve lost sixty pounds since I moved away after high school, yet we’re right back where we were: my mother smugly proud of her restraint while reminding me I suck at it.


Any time I got a snack growing up, any time I wanted seconds, she’d frown, disgusted with me. “You can’t possibly need that,” she’d say, and that was all it would take to turn my actual hunger into something darker and emptier, something I could never fill with food.


“I’m a size two,” I say between my teeth. “Are you seriously trying to imply that I should lose more weight?”


She sighs. “Still as easily offended as ever, I see. I’m only saying that as you get older, it’s going to get harder to keep that weight off, and we both know it’s always been a struggle for you.”


I squeeze my eyes shut. I could argue that it was only an issue under her roof, but we’d both know that was a lie. I maintain my weight through a less-than-healthy combination of rigorous exercise and calorie counting, two things my mother has never had to resort to, and when I slip up, it feels as if I’ve fallen into a well and will never, ever be able to scramble back up its slick walls.


I’ll eat dinner in defiance tonight, forcing down every bite, and it still won’t be enough. I’ll want to eat everything that isn’t nailed down because she’s reminded me I shouldn’t want any of it.


I’ve been home for an hour and she’s already begun to win.
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THE ROOM that used to be mine is now essentially a storage area, with boxes of my mother’s old clothes stacked nearly to the ceiling. I have to create a pile against the wall simply to form a path to the bed. The closet is full of her out-of-season clothes so there’s nowhere to put mine. I know mobility has been an issue since she hurt her knee. But I also know she wouldn’t have cleaned this room out for me regardless.


I shower and climb onto the bed, kicking the musty coverlet to the floor. I miss New York in a way I never dreamed I’d miss anything. I want my lovely, clean apartment with its floor-to-ceiling windows and utter emptiness. You could roll a marble from the front door to the back wall without ever hitting a goddamn thing.


I pick up my phone. It’s absolutely pathetic how often I check my texts now, looking for his name.


I’m coming by the store tomorrow around 2PM and that ceiling had better be in. How’s your grandma, by the way?


LIAM


You don’t care about my grandma.


That’s because I don’t think you actually have a grandmother. I’m pretty sure you’ve used her death before.


Everyone has a grandmother. That’s how reproduction works.


Yes, but there’s a limit to the number of times you can use a grandmother’s death to avoid work.


I have step-grandmothers. I’ll use it forever.


I laugh, though I should not. I want to text him back, but I’m definitely not doing that either. Liam, in person, won’t be who he’s been by text. He won’t be someone who likes me despite all the evidence he should not, someone I can actually trust.


I’m going to miss him once it all falls apart. I really am.
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LIAM


I began the morning by getting reamed out by a homeowner about delays that were entirely her fault. When that was done, I learned that one of my roofers put a nail through his hand and another of my guys had punctured a drainage pipe, which we’ll now be replacing on our own dime.


But even all of that isn’t responsible for my foul mood at present—a foul mood my sister Bridget will definitely call me on.


She comes to the door and watches as I walk the path to her house. “Can’t even tell you broke it,” she says, glancing at my leg.


I grimace. “I can tell I broke it.” The cast has been off for weeks, but when I’m climbing up a ladder, my right leg is still weaker than my left. Surfing is impossible—I can barely do a pop up. And my checking account sure as shit can tell I broke it.


I head toward the leaking toilet she called about, which is the exact kind of thing her worthless husband should be taking care of. I’ve stopped bothering to ask where he is. Scott either takes more golf trips than any human alive or she’s covering for him.


“Got the invite to Caleb’s wedding,” she says, following me into the bathroom and hopping onto the sink. “Who’d have thought you’d be the last one to settle down?”


I drop my bag onto the floor. “Yeah. No one.”


“You’re too picky,” says Bridget. “You really should have given Missy a chance. Sometimes one date isn’t enough to—”


“Hey, Bridge?” I ask, turning to glance up at her from the bathroom floor. “Can we not do this today?”


The familiar conversation entitled Perfectly Nice Girls You Shot Down has never been a favorite of mine, especially when I agree with her. A little more than a year ago, my closest friends were all either headed for divorce or confirmed bachelors, and now all three of them are happily taken and that just leaves me—the only one of us who has been out there dating the entire time. I’ve been out with a hundred girls who were cute and nice and did nothing objectionable aside from boring me. Acknowledging that I’m the problem, and I clearly am, doesn’t change the fact that I don’t want to tie myself for life to a woman who’s got me yawning an hour into our first date.


“Fine. I’ve got someone else you ought to meet. This single mom whose kid comes into our practice. She’s so friendly.”


“A single mom?” I shake my head. “No thanks. That’s twice as many people to disappoint.”


“Three times as many, actually,” she counters. “She’s also got a second grader. But Liam, you like kids. You were great with Daisy. Maybe that’s the piece that’s missing.”


It says everything about my sister’s marriage that she thinks kids can fill the empty space in a relationship. I’m pretty sure if she and Scott had had one together, she’d see how flawed her logic actually is.


“I’m tired, Bridget,” I grunt. “Let it go.”


Her head tilts. “What’s up with you today? You’re in a mood.”


I knew she’d fucking ask.


“I met with the bank,” I say, holding my hand out for the wrench. I don’t feel like discussing it, but I’ll have to tell her eventually. “They’re not going to give me the loan, which means my investors are out too.”


Her mouth falls open. “I thought you said it was a slam dunk.”


“That’s what they said back before I broke my damn leg. I don’t have as much saved up anymore. I am ‘no longer a good credit risk.’”


My crew did their best, but we fell behind while I was laid up. Why’d I have to climb that roof? It’s like I was one guy when I went up there and another entirely when I landed. Or maybe the change had already happened, and it just took a hard fall to make me realize it.


Everyone’s been treating me like a beaten dog since then. Everyone but Emerson Hughes, that is. She has no fucks to give about my feelings or anyone else’s. If it’s possible to develop a crush sight unseen with a woman who’s almost invariably cold to you, I’m pretty sure I’m halfway there. I’m also pretty sure that if you’re infatuated with someone who hasn’t shown a hint of interest in you, you need a shit-ton of therapy.


Which I now can’t afford.


I just feel something there. In her mean-but-funny responses and the way she refuses to lower her standards but is always reasonable when we hit a delay. I’ve never worked harder in my life to peel back someone’s armor, but the small glimpses I’ve gotten of her were worth it. Like the fact that she cries during that holiday ad where a little kid brings a present to the lonely old guy upstairs. Or that she’s surrounded by some of the most amazing restaurants in the world, but the best meal she ever had was a box of donuts she and her dad split when she was small. I like it all. I like it more than I should. She just seems to have something the Perfectly Nice Girls do not, and tomorrow I find out if it was all in my head.


Until I do, I’ve got no time for Bridget’s single mom or anyone else.


It’s after five when I get back to Main Street, nearly closing time for most of the places in Elliott Springs. Even though I’m in a hurry, my gaze is drawn toward the end of the street.


She’s beautiful, standing there in the afternoon light. I’d dare anyone to say otherwise. Simply looking at her is enough to make me really understand what it means to want something. To want it desperately.


Some people—perhaps even most—would say she’s too much work. But what I see is her strength. She’s been through some shit, but she still stands proud. And she’s stunning, sure, but it’s her tenacity that makes her so much more than that.


I can’t believe the morons on the city council want to turn her into a parking garage.


Lucas Hall was built in the 1800s by a group of rich landowners, undoubtedly off the backs of cheap immigrant labor. Whatever her origins, she is what remains of our town’s illustrious beginnings, and I want to make sure she still remains long after the rest of our history’s been replaced.


Before the bank turned me down for the loan, I had big plans, plans that would preserve Lucas Hall while bringing in the tourists everyone seems to want. Now, I don’t know what the hell I’m going to present when the town holds its first hearing the week after next. I just know I’ve got to do something to stop the way outsiders are destroying our town.


Reluctantly, I turn and jog across the street to Pearsons’ Hardware, ignoring the twinge in my leg, nodding to Jim as I head back toward the plumbing section.


I’m only a few feet inside the store when I notice the shelves are practically empty.


“Hey, Jim?” I turn his way as he comes out from behind the register. “Where the hell is everything? There’s nothing back here.”


He winces. “You haven’t heard, I guess? We’re closing up shop.”


It’s so unexpected that I stop in place, hoping I’ve misheard him. Pearsons’ is an institution. I came here as a kid. My dad came here as a kid. “Closing up? Why?”


He raises a shoulder. “Got a decent offer so I took it. I’d planned to retire in the next decade anyway…It would be hard to turn down the money just for a few more years here.”


I narrowly stop myself from objecting. Obviously, if he wanted to pass this place on to his sons, he would have. If he cared about his family’s legacy, the town’s legacy, he’d have done something else. Increasingly, it feels like I’m the only one who cares about preserving anything at all. “Who bought it?”


He shakes his head. “Some corporation. MT Enterprises? I think it’s gonna be one of those spin places. They bought Cuts-n-Stuff too.”


I say goodnight to Jim and walk back outside, my gaze moving from one end of the street to the other in shock.


Right before that roof gave way and I broke my leg, I felt this chill at the base of my spine. Life sneaks up on you, and that chill is the warning that comes too late. You feel it as a roof sags and you realize how easily all your plans could be fucked up. You feel it when you land two floors below and realize it could be days before anyone knows you’re missing.


Or when you discover, once the ink is dry and it can’t be undone, that some asshole has already bought up your whole goddamn town.
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EMMY


I’m woken by the slamming of doors outside, a ladder being raised. I shower and go downstairs in shorts and a T-shirt, hair wet, my glasses still on, in need of coffee. Both my mother and Snowflake are awake and only one of them is happy to see me.


“Let her out back,” my mother says from her perch in front of the TV as Snowflake bounds toward me. “She needs to pee. And tell them to knock it off outside. I’ve got a headache.”


My hand, threading through Snowflake’s fur, stills. My mother managed to get out of bed, make herself coffee, and do her hair, but she couldn’t bother to let this poor dog pee after a night inside?


I don’t know why I’m surprised. If I’d needed her permission to pee, I’d probably still be waiting too.


I open the door and the dog rushes out to the corners of the yard, past a group of men who stand at the perimeter of the future screen porch. They’re facing away from me, but I’m drawn immediately to the one in the center: he’s wearing the hell out of those Levi’s and, better yet, he’s big enough to obliterate me—I like an element of danger in bed.


This is intensely shallow, of course, but why shouldn’t I be intensely shallow? I don’t need a man to pay my way, ask about my day or, God forbid, expect me to ask about his. I’m interested in roughly three body parts—possibly four if he’s ambidextrous—and when I’m asking so little, I deserve to get it in a pretty package.


He’s not paying any attention to me, but the guys nudge him, and he turns at last. Under the shadow cast by his hard hat, I can’t even see his face, but I know he’s hot. I can just make out the shape of his mouth—that full lower lip, the sharpness of his jaw, already shaded with stubble. I swear to God, testosterone is rolling off him and I can feel it from here.


But then he steps forward, pulling off the hat, and it hits me suddenly, with a dark, painful thud deep in my stomach: I know him. I’m not sure how I know him, but I know that it’s bad. It’s like that with me sometimes—I can’t recall a memory, only the pain it caused. And he, at some point, caused me pain. Many people in this town did.


And I don’t forgive, even if I forget.


“My mom says you’re making too much noise,” I announce. “She wants you to knock it off.”


His gaze sweeps over me from head to foot. “Does your mother want this job done, princess?”


Oh no he didn’t.


I spend a fair amount of time on construction sites, and this is the exact kind of bullshit I won’t take from any man.


“I’m sure she does,” I retort. “But she wants it done in a reasonable manner and not before eight in the morning, little hammer.”


“Little hammer?” he repeats.


“Oh, sorry. I assumed we were exchanging sexist and demeaning nicknames.” My gaze falls to his crotch to make sure he got my meaning—his buddies laugh under their breath. “Perhaps I misunderstood, though I’d be surprised if mine was inaccurate.”


This is entirely false. He carries himself like a guy packing an entire tool chest down there, but he doesn’t need to know that.


I turn to go back in the house with a sigh. I’m already alienating people and the day’s just begun.


[image: ]


SURPRISING NO ONE, the guys I hired to renovate the grocery store are nowhere to be found when I arrive downtown midday, though the owner, Gary, has been assuring me for weeks that they get in each day at seven and work ’til dark.


Gary and I do not have a fun, friendly relationship, which would be fine if I didn’t suspect Gary was a worthless piece of shit. While Liam’s been reporting back to me regularly about where things stand, Gary is intentionally vague. I ask for visuals and he sends me photos of a project that is not mine. I ask for dates, and he says he’ll have to get back to me.


That is why I did not warn Gary I was coming. I wanted to see exactly how much of a fuck-up he is, and apparently, it’s even worse than I’d thought: I’ve just unlocked the door to the grocery store and the gleaming hardwood Gary said was done two weeks ago is completely absent.


I do not need this shit—not right now. Not when I’ve got to get the new stores stocked and staffed, buy up a few more properties, sufficiently kiss the mayor’s ass, and attend all the meetings necessary to get our apartment complex built, all while keeping my mother alive following her surgery. I’m in Elliott Springs to kill several birds with one stone, which is, of course, simply a metaphor—none of the birds are supposed to die, no matter how ambivalent I am about the survival of one of them.


I step inside the dark store. It looks little different than it did four months when I came here to buy the space. “Hello, Gary,” I say crisply when he answers the phone. “How’s the space coming along?”


“Still right on schedule,” he says with a heavy sigh.


Poor Gary is tired of my nagging. Poor Gary is about to learn how good he had it when I was only nagging.


“Wonderful!” I reply cheerfully, pulling the contract out of my bag. “I’ve got store fixtures being delivered next week. Is that going to be an issue?”


“Well, I’m not sure about next week. Let me get back to you.”


Let me get back to you is Gary’s favorite phrase. My presence here is going to rob him of fifty percent of his vocabulary. “And the hardwood? You said that’s done?”


“Yep, we’re all good there.” There’s chatter on his end, and he returns to the phone. “Well, I’d better get back to it.”


Man, I really want to fire Gary. It’s a charge in my blood, that desire, but I don’t know for a fact that Liam’s much better, and I do know for a fact that once I meet Liam in person, this friendliness of his will fade away. That’s what tends to happen when people meet me in person. Actually, it tends to happen long before then—Liam’s been unusually difficult to offend and I’ve done my absolute best.


“I’m confused,” I reply. “Because you’re making it sound as if you’re in the store, but I’m in the store and it’s otherwise vacant. I’m also confused because I don’t see any hardwood.”


There is a long, awkward moment of silence.


I should add that it’s not awkward for me. I’m savoring this moment like the burn of a good scotch.


“Oh, right. Hardwood didn’t arrive,” Gary says. “Should be there tomorrow.”


I take a glance at the contract in my hand, though I don’t actually need to read it. “I’m not sure how carefully you read the terms of our agreement, Gary, but we reserve the right to assess a ten percent penalty on any stage of construction that does not meet deadline, and an additional ten percent penalty for each week that passes. You were due a check for ninety thousand this week. It’ll be eighty-one thousand if the job isn’t done by the end of the month.”


“I’d basically be working for free at that cost,” he sputters.


“Then if I were you, I’d get ahold of some hardwood,” I reply as I hang up.


Down the street, there are trucks in front of the theater. I loathe the part of me that’s excited about this meeting with Liam and putting it off at the same time, like a twelve-year-old with a crush she already knows is misguided. I loathe the part of me that’s made giddy by the thought of him.


Just get it over with. Liam is definitely going to disappoint me, and it’s time to face the music. Texts are deceptive anyway. For all I know, he’s a grandfather of twelve with a hacking smoker’s cough. Maybe he’s one of those aging hippies who pulls his remaining wisps of hair into a scraggly ponytail and only wears sandals. Maybe he drives a truck with a sexy girl painted on the side or isn’t allowed within fifty feet of the local schools because of an incident he says was a misunderstanding.


In the end, though, he’s none of these things.


He’s worse.
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LIAM


Are you enjoying California’s fine weather and chill vibes yet?


EMERSON


I’d need to enjoy “chill vibes” in the first place. I like you a little less for even employing the phrase.


So you’re admitting you like me. Progress. Have you ever gone surfing, by the way?


I’d look too good in a bikini. I’d be a distraction to the other surfers.


I laugh as I put my phone away. I’d forgotten, until Emerson and I began texting, that I’m still capable of feeling intrigued by someone. I have no idea what she looks like—for all I know she’s a million years old, hideous, and extremely pregnant—but when I text with her, I feel entirely certain that she’s none of those things. I’m not sure it would matter at this point anyway even if she was. I just like her.


When I really don’t have the time to like anyone. We’re stretched too thin—part of my desperate attempt to get the company’s assets back to where they were, and we seem to get stretched thinner by the hour.


I get through all the morning’s jobs before I head to the theater to finally meet Emerson. I park and am just outside when my steps stumble: there’s already a woman in the building, talking to the guys. Emerson Hughes has beaten me apparently, and the sight of her from behind—long legs, short skirt, dark brown hair that falls past her shoulders—is enough to give me that charge in my gut, the one that says hell, yeah.


She turns when I open the door. Pale blue eyes, mouth like a peony about to burst open, the kind of skin that would feel like rose petals to the touch.


“Ugh,” she says. “You’re Liam?”


It’s the voice that puts the dots together.


Emerson Hughes is Sandra Atwell’s incredibly hot daughter, the woman who came outside wearing little aside from glasses and disdain this morning. I was under the impression that Emerson was sort of pretending to be bitchier than she actually is, but this chick isn’t pretending shit. “You’re Emerson?”


“Yes,” she says, nostrils flaring. “And you’ve installed the wrong ceiling tiles.”


The disappointment hits hard. There are women in the world whose prettiness hasn’t done them any favors, who’ve been taught that a tight little body and a face to launch a thousand ships are enough, and she’s definitely one of them. I wasted two months dreaming about a woman who is more awful in person than she appeared to be by text, and not in a way I secretly enjoy. Why the fuck did I think there was more to her? Just because she liked eating donuts with her dad? Because there’s a commercial capable of making her cry?


“These are the tiles your designer chose,” I growl, “so take it up with her, princess.”


There’s something both creepy and magical in the way her blue eyes flash silver when I say it. I half expect lightning to shoot from her fingertips and snakes to writhe in her hair.


“Mr. Doherty,” she says with an icy smile, “as we established earlier today, calling a grown woman princess is blatantly misogynistic. I should also point out that a princess generally has very little power, whereas in this situation, I have nearly all of it. My designer didn’t choose the tiles, I did, and this is absolutely not what I chose. It needs to be fixed.”


“Talk to your designer, sweetheart,” I reply. My sister would smack me in the head if she could hear me right now, but I’m not going to put up with this witch undermining me in front of my crew at two goddamn jobsites. Mostly, though, I’m just pissed that I’ve invested so much time, so much thought, into a woman who has turned out to be…her.


Her eyes flash once more. “Call me sweetheart again and believe me, you’ll regret it. And you’ll be fixing that fucking ceiling, I promise you.”


She storms out. She has an ass that won’t quit, and I’m already trying to forget I’ve noticed when JP, standing at the back of the room, lets out a low whistle.


“I bet she’s a little wildcat in the sack,” he says.


“Haven’t thought about it.”


He laughs. “Liar.”


I decide to ignore him since I was, in fact, lying. That charge in my gut, the one that said hell, yeah is still saying it. Thank God my brain is wise enough to say hell no.


I pick up my phone and text Bridget.


Send me that girl’s number when you get a chance. The one at your practice.


There are worse things than being bored to death during a date.


Wasting two months daydreaming about Emerson Hughes, for instance.
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EMMY


I walk back to my car, doing my best to ignore this sinking feeling in my chest.


I knew he’d disappoint me. I knew nothing would come of it. And if I allowed myself to feel much of anything other than irritation, I’d probably be sad that it’s over, this little flirtation that was never going to amount to anything.


It was ridiculous to have hoped he’d be different. That he’d be kind and trustworthy, unlike the rest of this town’s residents. I still haven’t put together who he was—there were only a hundred of us in my graduating class and surely I’d remember a guy who looked like that—but he was definitely one of the assholes who made my teenage years hell. It’s a distinct feeling inside me when I picture his face, some ancient hurt I can’t put a finger on yet.


Regardless of who he is, the modern ceiling tile he put in is entirely wrong—the theater is supposed to have a vintage feel to convince everyone Inspired Building cares about Elliott Springs’ history before we start tearing down their dumb landmarks—which means it’s one more problem amidst a mountain of problems I don’t have time for.


Therefore, I need to rope in my assistant.


The morons we hired to do the theater put in the wrong ceiling. I need the contract. Find out who owns Long Point Construction too.


STELLA


We can only fire so many people in a single week, Em.


One of their guys called me “Princess”, Stella.


Ah. I guess I’m just glad you’re not making me dig a grave.


I arrive at home, laden with groceries. My mother is heavily immersed in The Real Housewives of Orange County and doesn’t acknowledge me.


“I was going to do steak and baked potatoes and salad for dinner,” I announce. Given my cooking ability, I’m sticking to the basics. “Do you know if the grill has propane?”


“Steak and potatoes?” my mother scoffs. “Are you trying to make me explode?”


“A small filet only has three hundred calories, Mom. A small potato has a hundred.”


“I didn’t keep this figure eating steak and potatoes. I’ll just eat the salad. And if you were smarter, you’d just be eating the salad too.”


I swallow down a sharp retort.


Jeff was the lucky one, with a metabolism that must have been twice my own. It was a running joke between him and my mother, the sheer amount of food he could pack away. “You must have a hollow leg,” she’d coo, as if his ability to eat was some illusive, adorable quality. “I don’t know where you put it.”


He could inhale eight tacos in a matter of minutes, but if I reached for a second one, her mouth would twist. She’d observe me, repulsed, always with that coffee cup in hand, her ability to not be hungry a source of great pride.


It made any hunger I felt seem sick. Unfeminine and distasteful. “Do you really need that?” she’d ask, and I’d put the taco back. And then I’d watch Jeff eat, and my hunger would turn darker and needier until it was beyond my control.


I hate, so much, how little has changed.


I now don’t want the steak or the potato. I will eat them only to show her that her words are meaningless, but the endless hunger that will follow it already gnaws at my bones.
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IT’S dark when my phone rings. I fumble for it blindly, uncertain if it’s night or early morning.


“Do you want the good news or the bad news?” Stella chirps. I wonder if she’s calling this early to punish me for making her work last night. I reach across the bed to open one of the blinds. Outside, it’s barely light out. Yes, she definitely did it on purpose.


“Tell me,” I reply.


“So, you were right about the tile. It’s not what you chose. The bad news is that they ran into some supply issues and Julie, the decorator, okayed the switch.”


I groan, reaching for the bottle of water on the nightstand. Julie didn’t have the authority to make that switch. “And did you get the contact info for the owner?”


“I sent it to you. It’s the guy you’ve been dealing with. Liam.”


“Fuck.” We hired Long Point Construction because they’d been in business since the seventies. Liam wasn’t even alive in the seventies, so I never dreamed he owned it.


“You know him?” she asks.


I swallow.


In New York, I’m Emerson, the size-two workaholic who makes work calls from her in-office treadmill every morning and takes shit from no one. As much as I like Stella, I’m not about to ruin it all by telling her I was once the high school punching bag, the girl who took shit from everyone. “I know of him. I think he’s older.”


“He can’t be too much older. Julie said he’s hot.”


I didn’t realize Julie had met him. Something sours inside me. This is clearly Liam’s schtick—he’s flirtatious and charming with every female client because it makes his life easier. She probably flew out here on the company’s dime, slept with him, and let him call all the shots after that—let him offload some cheap-ass tile he had on hand and cut a thousand other corners. I hate that I fell for as much of it as I did. Me.


“Speaking of Julie,” I reply, “you can let her know she’s off the job. I’m not working with her again.”


Stella laughs. “I figured this was coming, but she’s under contract. You can’t just fire her without cause.”


“I have plenty of cause. She changed my plans without asking me and just made me look like an asshole. Plus, we’re going to have to eat the cost of the new tile, and I’m going to be the one Charles blames. And not for the first time. This is probably her third costly mistake this year.”


Julie does need to go, but I’m honestly not sure what I’m angrier about: her mistake or the fact that I almost got taken in by Liam too.


Not even almost. I did get taken in by him. You’d think I’d know better by now.


Apparently, I will never learn.
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LIAM


It’s still early when the back door slides open and the dog bounds out. Ten minutes later, Emerson herself appears—legs for days, lush little mouth in a stuck-up pout, calling for the dog while pretending she can’t see us.


The dog continues to run around happily, ignoring her. It’s solely because I don’t want the harpy out here any longer that I intervene. “Snowflake, come here, girl!” She’s a sweet dog, if not particularly bright, nuzzling my leg as I walk her toward the house.


Emerson frowns, her eyes wary. “Thank you,” she says, sounding more guarded than grateful.


“Any time, princess,” I say, mostly to watch those blue eyes of hers flash silver once more.


They don’t disappoint. If we were in Salem circa 1650, she’d definitely be undergoing a trial by water right now.


“Still running with that?” she asks through gritted teeth. “Never stop being you, yard boy. And, by the way, those tiles were wrong. Julie fucked up.”


This I’ve already heard about. I got a tearful call from the designer mere minutes ago, though I’m not sure what good she thought I could do.


“I heard you fired her over a simple mistake,” I reply. “Good to know my initial assessment of you wasn’t overly harsh.”


Her mouth becomes a flat line. “A simple mistake for you, perhaps. I need them torn out and redone, pronto.”


“It’s going to cost you.”


“Oh,” she says, eyes wide with feigned surprise, “so I need to pay you in exchange for labor? Thanks for explaining the most basic principle of supply and demand.”


She turns to follow the dog in, and as soon as the door slams behind her, JP is chuckling once again. I’m glad one of us finds her bullshit amusing.


“Yard boy,” he says. “I guess it’s better than little hammer. She might even go out with you if you keep it up.”


I raise a single brow. “Go out with me? I’d rather be alone forever than wake up to that.”


“It’s starting to look like you’re planning to be alone forever anyway,” Mac, the soon-to-be-married junior project manager, replies.


There it is again—the assumption that I’m not trying hard enough. That I don’t want the same shit everyone else does.


When I’m trying. I’ve been trying.


Sort of. My phone vibrates in my back pocket and yeah, there’s a fucked up part of me that wishes it was one of Emerson’s demanding, funny, interesting texts. I was treading water, waiting to see what would happen when she got to town.


Now we know. So why does it feel like I’m still treading water?
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STELLA CALLS with the new ceiling tile selection just as I’m getting home.


“It’s nine on the East Coast,” I point out. “Shouldn’t you be off work?”


“Nine o’clock isn’t late when you work for Emmy,” she replies. “She’s lucky I adore her.”
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