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Chapter 1


CLARA


I CAN’T DENY THAT TECHNOLOGY has done miraculous things for human beings in every aspect of our lives.


Living in the twenty-first century has given me an unimaginable advantage over my ancestors (with the small exception of getting on the property ladder without the assistance of my parents) and I accept that I live a life that my relatives, with their humble beginnings, would hardly believe.


But even as I start my day in my beautiful West Village apartment, I can’t escape the bone-deep jealousy of those family members who never had to wake up to twelve different people texting them “Have you seen this?!” and four missed calls from their father.


It’s a shock to the system that not even a cold plunge could achieve, and the twisted sense of terror that coiled in my gut when I saw three different social media platform links in my inbox lingers as I head into the boardroom at Davenport Innovation Creative headquarters.


Monday is my least favorite day for a work crisis, but a Monday crisis on only my second week back in my role? The stuff of nightmares.


I drop myself into a chair in the back corner of the room facing the window and place one of two coffee cups on the table in front of me and the second to my left. The overhead lights glare off the glass stretching from one side of the room to the other. My reflection sits to the right of the Empire State Building, the rest of the city lit up around it beneath the gloomy November sky.


At 7:58, all my colleagues who undoubtedly also had their morning schedule ruined by this impromptu meeting pile into the room, taking their seats and muttering among themselves.


The floor shakes as an overstuffed Birkin lands in the empty space beside my pumps. I smile at Sahara as she sits in the chair next to me and practically lunges at the coffee I bought her on my way into the office. She takes a sip and sighs contently. “I love you, Clara Davenport.”


“You love coffee,” I respond, dodging her hand as she tries to playfully ruffle my hair. My dad finally enters with Roger, the VP of publicity, and takes his usual spot at the head of the table, which, thankfully, keeps me out of his eyeline.


After the world’s fastest debrief, Roger clears his throat and draws attention to the buffering screen behind him. “Good morning, everyone,” he says, his deep voice bellowing around the room with ease.


The face of an older woman appears behind him with a large play button covering her nose and lips, a face I’ve seen a dozen times this morning. Her blond hair is so icy it’s practically silver; a wide, voluminous lock frames her face and sits behind her ear, the rest looks like it’s tied up in a French twist.


I can’t assign an age to her, not accurately, at least. Sixties, maybe? Her skin is white but lightly tanned, with a glow that speaks to a foreign vacation somewhere a hell of a lot hotter than here. Her eyes are bright behind thick brown cat-eye glasses; the telltale lines of time gather at the edges, in contrast to her suspiciously smooth and wrinkle-free forehead.


The play button hides the rest of her beauty, but I know from the amount of times I’ve seen her this morning that she is both radiant and mildly intimidating. She’s a total natural in front of the camera.


Ultimately, I want to be her when I’m older.


“Most of you are already aware of this video that went viral over the weekend, but for the sake of everyone being on the same page, I’m going to play it now. We know that this has impacted the social teams already, and we anticipate that will continue.”


Sahara’s borderline-screaming voice note this morning said where they’d usually expect to see a problem hit its peak and then start to calm down, this was still climbing.


She’s the director of social media, and her department has just survived an outpour of anger after an AI-generated video of a Daven­port toy exploding went viral. Everyone is still recovering from the extra work and really doesn’t need this, hence the borderline screaming.


The boardroom lights are turned off and the video begins to play.




Hello. My name is Florence Girard, and I’m asking you to support my small town this holiday season after Davenport Innovation Creative stole from us.





It’s an incredible hook, I have to give her that. Her American accent is diluted with something European better suited to an Old Hollywood movie than my For You page.




Three weeks ago, Davenport announced they were releasing the Evie doll in time for the holidays. Their doll is a direct copy of a product made here in Fraser Falls, the Holly doll. Last year, our doll gained popularity after a famous visitor to our prestigious Small Business Saturday event posted about her, and we were inundated with orders and visitors. Including Davenport themselves.







Holly is a community project and supports multiple independent businesses in our town. Every part of her is made right here in the United States from recyclable, nontoxic materials. Everyone involved is paid a living wage and every doll comes with her own unique certificate of ­authenticity.







I love Holly and everything she’s done for our town. I love our community that comes together to make her a possibility. Most important, I love our customers, who choose us over the dozens of other options on the market.





The softness of her expression morphs into something harder. More jaded and tired. The smile lines at the corners of her mouth disappear as her lips straighten.




Davenport doesn’t love you.





Several people in the room wince at the harshness of her tone.




And they don’t love Holly, like they claimed to when they showed up here in January trying to get us to sign up for a predatory scheme purporting to help small businesses expand. They told us that they’d help us protect our design, and when we didn’t sign up, they copied us.







Their copy, the Evie doll, is the antithesis of everything we’re trying to achieve here in Fraser Falls. Holly comes with six adventure stories, brought to life by the Green Light bookstore and the Fraser Falls Art School. Evie’s stories are credited to AI. Holly has wooden toys, each one made by hand at the longstanding town staple Harry’s. The amount of work meant that during the summer apprentices could be employed, with money going into the pockets of the young people in our community. Evie’s toys are plastic, made by a machine.





Florence Girard continues listing all the ways in which the Holly doll is far superior to Davenport’s Evie doll. I listen, quietly seething that this is happening at all. She’s reaching the end of her dragging, and the worst part of the whole video.




Since Davenport’s announcement, including their doll being half the price of ours, half our orders have been canceled, and we have seen a significant reduction in new orders over the past three weeks.







Companies like Davenport think they can do anything. Think they can get away with everything. I’m asking you to help me show them that they can’t. Fraser Falls has so much to give, and we would love to welcome you this holiday season, whether you buy a Holly doll or not. This time of year is when our community is at its absolute best and we’d really love to show you. We have a number of holiday events planned, which will be listed at the end of the video.







So support local, hardworking businesses this year. Even if it isn’t our town, there’s a town near you being bullied by a large corporation, too, and they need your support.





The word bullied hangs in the air like an unwelcome smell. It’s still heavy in the room when the lights come back on.


“‘Cancel Davenport’ is trending on every platform,” Roger announces. “While Ms. Girard didn’t call for a boycott in so many words, online . . . activists, we’ll call them, are running with it, ­trying to generate engagement where they can. They’re unfortunately doing a great job. Sahara, can you expand?”


Sahara nods and puts her coffee cup back on the table. “It’s generally the same handles we see over and over. Internally, we call them the drama vultures. They’ll feast on anything so long as it’s negative.


“They’re offended by everything, which is amplified by bot activity. But they do move on as soon as complaints lose momentum, which allows incidents to peak and decline quickly. Unfortunately, this has spread outside of the normal online echo chamber and is reaching consumers who typically wouldn’t engage with this type of content.”


“Why do you think that is?” Dad asks, leaning forward to look down the table toward us.


“If we compare the situation to our last major social incident, which was the AI video, a large number of viewers were able to quickly identify that the video wasn’t real without us saying anything,” Sahara explains calmly. “We mobilized online messaging rapidly, which not only highlighted that the video wasn’t real but gave advice on how to fact-check in the future. Our customers engaged with shares to point out it was fake, which reduced our workload and helped the message spread quicker.”


“So why can’t we do that here?” Dad asks. Sahara doesn’t answer immediately, most likely doing mental gymnastics trying to work out how to say the truth.


I lean forward so he can see me. “Because we can deny a video is real when it’s AI generated. We can’t say we didn’t copy their design or impact their town when we did.”


There’s surprisingly little benefit to being the boss’s daughter, but it does make it a little easier to say what needs to be said in these kinds of situations.


“The small business program is your initiative, Clara. How do you propose we resolve this?” Dad asks.


I’m waiting for someone to point out that I’ve been covering a long-term sick leave in an entirely different division of the company for the past year, and this mess has nothing to do with me, but it doesn’t come.


I didn’t try to onboard Fraser Falls. I didn’t even know about it until my six accounts were handed back to me two weeks ago when I returned to my job in PR. Someone mentioned it when I talked about how hideous the Evie doll is, and that’s the extent of my knowledge on the situation.


The small business program was born in a corporate social responsibility working group. I was told in my annual review that if I wanted to climb the ladder, I needed to implement something with a positive impact on the business.


My intention was to make our image as a monopoly more palatable by helping select independent companies that have a lot of potential to upscale. Creating a more competitive market and improving our reputation were the obvious wins, but given Davenport started as a small independent business fifty years ago, I pitched that it spoke to our core values and history.


It was signed off on immediately and I helped onboard six different businesses across the US—who have been thriving, might I add—before I unexpectedly moved to cover a more senior position in Distribution, another choice designed to give me the experience to get a promotion.


I don’t know how they messed up with Fraser Falls so badly. My dad is still staring at me like I’m somehow going to magic up the perfect answer. How about go back in time and don’t rip off a small town relying on the income from their star product?


I drag a hand through my hair; auburn waves tangle around my fingers. “We need to make a meaningful apology to the town. Through investment or publicity, or both. We need to take the image of us robbing someone’s grandma and replace it with something ­easier to swallow. A sorry company looks better than one that steals money from the pockets of hardworking Americans.”


“Apologizing makes it look like we did something wrong.” The voice is like nails on a chalkboard. It takes everything in me not to flinch. Mindful of the room full of people, I do my best not to scowl at Daryl Littler. He looks every inch the smug asshole he was twelve months ago when I last had the displeasure of seeing him. “I disagree that it’s the right call.”


Being on a different floor works miracles when it comes to avoiding people you hate. I remind myself that in eight short weeks, Daryl will be retiring, and center myself. At first I don’t know why he’s in here in a marketing and publicity crisis meeting, but I quickly realize that his team worked on the Evie doll.


Daryl is the director of innovation and his department is supposed to focus on introducing innovative technologies to our brand. When your core audience moves on quickly and generally has a short attention span, it’s vital to always be one step ahead.


So far, all he’s done is replace real human creativity with artificial intelligence and cut corners. My dad thinks he’s brilliant because he runs the most cost-effective department, but in reality, he’s the opposite of everything the company is supposed to be about.


Aside from the fact that he’s morally bankrupt in every way a person can be, I’ve never heard him give his team credit for anything. The ideas that he doesn’t steal from small towns are taken from his own staff, and I think it’d be impossible for me to hate him more than I do.


Knowing he was going to be retiring in the near future, I’ve focused all my effort on doing enough to take over when he’s gone. Everyone knows I’m gunning for his job and my passion is in the creative side of the business, not bouncing from problem to problem like I do now, but I still haven’t managed to convince my dad to let me replace Daryl.


I’m kind of certain he’s going to give it to my brother, but that feels like a worry for another day. I shoot Daryl a tight smile. “I appreciate your input but pretending we’ve done nothing wrong isn’t an effective recovery strategy. Someone needs to reach out to Ms. Girard to talk to her about her grievance directly and what we can do to make it disappear. In the meantime, we need to provide the brick-and-mortar teams an approved statement in case they’re confronted in stores.”


Roger is nodding as I talk, which gives me a tiny amount of relief. He’s my boss’s boss, and she’s currently on vacation in Cancún, making me the most senior member of my team until she’s back Friday.


“I agree,” Roger says. “Clara, you reach out to Ms. Girard to establish her mindset now that she’s getting the attention she wanted. There will be something we can give her or do for her that fixes this problem. Sahara, you . . .”


I zone out while Roger dishes out tasks to people in the room. Potential press release options, social media responses, in-store answers. A whole day’s work for a room full of people because Daryl was too lazy to green-light an original idea.


I really cannot wait for him to go.









Chapter 2


CLARA


“THE THING NOBODY TELLS YOU about nepotism is anybody can be a victim when you’re not the favorite child.”


“I—” Honor says before the line goes quiet. My eyes dart from the sparsely leaved trees lining the highway to my phone screen to check the call is still connected. I hold the phone to the window like somehow that’ll fix the problem.


“Hon? Did I lose reception?” After several seconds of silence, I finally hear a sigh that sounds like it came from the depths of ­Honor’s soul.


“Is everyone in the Davenport family allergic to critical thinking or do you catch it from your dad when you see him at work?” A surprised laugh chokes its way out of me so brutally that my driver, who hasn’t said one word since he picked me up, checks on me through the rearview mirror. “Don’t answer that, I know the answer.”


Having a grounded and straight-talking best friend is great until you want to have your ungrounded thoughts and feelings justified. “You can’t just humor me a teensy-weensy bit?”


“No,” she says. “I won’t be responsible for making you worse. You’re capable of doing that all on your own.”


“You’re mean today. I’m not saying I don’t deserve it, but I definitely don’t like it.”


I hear her fail to hold back a yawn. She’s getting ready for another night shift in the emergency room. “Yeah, well, someone vomited on my feet last night, and there’s a very high chance that will also happen tonight.”


“So what I’m hearing is we both hate our jobs . . . and we should quit?” It’s an idea one of us has floated at least once a month since we were old enough to have jobs. Playfully, most of the time. Being a nurse like her mom has always been Honor’s dream.


“You don’t hate your job, Clara. You hate that your dad is probably going to give your brother the position you’ve been busting your ass to get. You need to quit your job and work for someone who appreciates you.”


I wrinkle my nose. “Ouch.”


It didn’t occur to me to be worried about Max, my younger brother by one year, getting Daryl’s job over me until four months ago. After finishing business school, he took an eighteen-month contract at a company out of Boston. A year passed by quickly, and it was at a Fourth of July barbecue that Dad first casually dropped a comment about Max joining the family business at the end of his contract—which is now next month, perfectly in sync with Daryl’s retirement date.


Max’s contract expiration has been hanging over my head like a metaphorical rain cloud since summer, but I can’t work out a way to bring it up. We’ve been competing against each other our whole lives, for attention (where Max usually won), in challenges Grandpa created to keep us busy (where I usually won), and academically (where Max always kicked my ass).


It was a relief when we hit our teens and I didn’t have to compete with him at work. When I was spending my weekends at Davenport Toy Emporium, our flagship toy store in the city, hauling boxes and dealing with sticky children, Max was at the movies watching Star Wars marathons with his friends.


I spent my college summer breaks at Davenport headquarters, fetching coffee and learning as much as I could about how each department functions. Max spent his in places like Japan, playing real-life Mario Kart through the streets of Tokyo, or in California, learning to surf.


I graduated, started as close to the bottom as being the CEO’s daughter would allow, and have spent the last decade working my way up. He graduated, immediately started working for Silicon Valley tech bros until he decided he wanted to get his MBA, and has shown zero interest in Davenport.


It’s not that I think Max shouldn’t work with us; it’s our family business after all. I just don’t want him to get the job I want. The one I’ve worked for.


I lean my forehead against the window, the quick stream of traffic blurring into the darkening sky. Honor’s daughter shouts something unintelligible in the background of the call. “Is he late picking her up?” I ask.


“Of course he is. He’s a lot of things that I can’t say out loud right now.” I hear the strain in Honor’s voice. It happens when she talks about her daughter’s dad. “I’m changing the subject. How far away are you?”


I tilt my head toward the center of the car. The console screen is lit up with a map. “Twenty minutes.”


“You nervous?”


“Not really. I’m annoyed that I couldn’t get this woman to take my call and now I have to show up in person.” Twenty-four hours of attempting to reach Florence Girard amounted to nothing but her mailbox being full of my annoying customer service voice asking her to return my call. “But the town looks cute and a change of scenery for the night is fun, I guess.”


Honor sighs. “All this over two dolls.”


I mean, it’s a little more than that. Corporate greed, creative theft, reputational downturn, et cetera, but essentially, yeah. All this over two dolls.


Dolls have existed in different forms for thousands of years. Something about this specific doll from Fraser Falls has caught the attention of parents and kids across America. Like most people, I can’t put my finger on why her versus all the other products available on the market.


Problems seem to multiply when something holds a special kind of magic that people can’t explain. People want to re-create the magic for themselves, even when they can’t work out what the magic is.


It’s the beauty and misery of virality in the digital age. Everything is so amplified it becomes inescapable, and in certain circumstances, it can bring unfathomable, life-changing levels of success. But how is anybody supposed to re-create it when nobody knows how it happened in the first place?


How are you as the person benefiting from the attention supposed to cling to it when everyone is trying to replace you at the top? When companies like Davenport have more money and more resources and, likely, less shame?


But there’s no manual on how to re-create it, as much as people hawking online courses would love for you to believe them when they say that there is. Most of the time it’s lots of different things aligning at once, plus a dash of something that can’t actually be bottled.


We all know this. We talk about it at work all the time, and yet they decided to try anyway and thought undercutting a small business wouldn’t backfire on them. My grandpa would be seething if he were still here.


“Dad’s worried it’s going to drag on and hurt sales or overshadow the Clara party,” I say. “He’s determined to break the donation rec­ord, hence the goodwill tour.”


I can just picture Honor’s face. She’s never liked my dad. “If he’s so concerned he should go himself. And that’s another cursed doll, add her to the list.”


My hand covers my mouth to smother my laugh. Twenty years ago, Davenport debuted the Clara doll. She’s eighteen inches tall, with soft auburn curls that brush her shoulders and a neat center part tucked back with two velvet ribbon barrettes.


Her eyes are hazel, more green than brown in the right light, and framed by the perfect amount of dark lashes. She wears a thoughtful expression, and a sensible oatmeal-colored cardigan layered over a crisp Peter Pan–collared blouse and a wool pleated tartan skirt. On her feet are brown leather Mary Janes.


Each doll comes with a miniature canvas satchel embroidered with the letter C; tucked inside are tiny paper books, a pencil stub, and a coin purse. Unlike all the other dolls that were popular at the time, Clara wasn’t bright or flashy. She didn’t have glittery outfits or fancy accessories. She was a good friend, a role model, and our most popular toy for a long, long time. Her success put Davenport on the map and funded our growth.


It’s as fun sharing a name with a toy now as it was when I was fourteen. When the bitchy teens at my school would tease me about it, Honor was the first person to tell me not to worry. The doll was named after me, obviously. Not because my dad thought it would be a sweet nod to his only daughter, but in recognition of the fact I came up with her during one of my grandpa’s challenges when I was ten.


Dad wanted to call her something else; it was Grandpa who insisted she have my name.


This year, our annual charity Christmas party is also a celebration of two decades of Clara. In fact, the reason Daryl’s department was able to get the Evie doll green-lit is they pitched her as Clara’s modern sister for her anniversary year.


“I have to go, Hon. It’s my job.”


Would I prefer not to be visiting the businesses signed up to our program? Of course.


I’m still finding my feet after being away for a year. The last thing I want to do is spend my week being the human equivalent of the Energizer Bunny running from company to company. Since Florence Girard mentioned the small business program in her video, I need to fly out to check in on every company signed up.


They all admitted they’d looked over their contracts after hearing about the video but didn’t find anything suspicious. Two put me off until January because they’re busy, but the other four happily accepted a free business outing.


Thankfully, the two that turned me down are on the West Coast. One’s in Maine, another in Pennsylvania; the other two sit within a few hours’ drive of each other in Illinois. So assuming everything goes according to plan, I’ll be back in the city by Friday late afternoon.


“Speaking of jobs, he just pulled up so I’m gonna head to mine.” How Honor keeps this calm when her ex almost makes her late every single time it’s his turn for custody amazes me. “Stay safe and let me know how it goes. You’re gonna win them over, I just know it.”


“Love you.”


“Love you too. Paloma, come say love you to Auntie Cla—she’s gone. Never mind, she does love you. Bye.”


The map says five minutes when I put my phone back into my purse and slip my headphones back into their case. I’m booked into a charming bed-and-breakfast less than five minutes’ walk from the bakery and café that Ms. Girard runs.


My research tells me that the dolls are handled by Harry’s, a handmade furniture store opposite Ms. Girard’s businesses. Tomorrow, I’m going to Bliss Café and finding a table to observe at. Then I’ll approach her after the morning rush has cleared. After I’ve gauged how she’s feeling, I’ll head across the street to introduce myself to Harry.


Hopefully, smoothing this over will be quick and easy and I can get to Maine early for the second stop on my tour. And if it isn’t quick and easy, at least I’ll be eating lobster for dinner.


My plan tonight is to grab something to eat from a nearby bar that has great reviews and make it an early night. The roads have been getting narrower for the last five minutes and now we’re moving steadily down a quiet lane bordered by fields. I stare out of the passenger-­side window; the orange hues of sunset that were cascading a warmth between the trees have now melted into the deepening blue of the night sky.


A “Welcome to Fraser Falls” sign is erected in the grass, the thick white letters illuminated by two lights shining from the bottom of the frame, making each word stand out against the forest-green-stained wood.


“Nearly there,” my driver calls from the front of the car. “This is Main Street.”


Everywhere is bathed in a golden glow from the tiny lights decorating the town as far as I can see. There are dozens of fairy light strings draped above the sidewalk between the buildings and the trees and lampposts lining the pavement. Small, glowing snowflakes dangle from the string, giving a floating effect that feels magical. Each trunk and post is wrapped in an evenly spaced spiral of tiny bulbs leading up to a thick red ribbon.


It feels like something from a holiday card.


I’m so distracted by the lights I forget to look out for the café, but from what I can see, most of the stores are closed or closing.


The car slows as it approaches a stop sign, and directly in front of us is a beautiful white gazebo at the start of a U-shaped grassy field. Lights drop from the center of the roof and drape outward; they’re softer and more delicate than the other lights on Main Street. The wide entrance at its front is split into stairs and a ramp; the same muted lights weave between the spindles of the handrail up to a seating area.


I want to sit and look at everything in this picture-perfect town.


Fraser Falls feels like an amalgamation of every cheesy holiday movie I watched growing up in the best way. It makes me understand why the Hallmark single city girl chose the small town. Its clean streets and easy roads are worlds away from Manhattan, from most places I know actually.


The one strange thing that I can’t quite shake as I climb out of the car in front of Maggie’s B & B is I haven’t seen anyone. Ms. Girard asked people in her video to visit to support her town this holiday season and now I understand why.









Chapter 3


JACK


“I’M GLAD OUR BAND NEVER took off. I wouldn’t have been able to cope with the fame.”


I watch Tommy, patiently waiting for him to expand and give me some kind of idea what the hell he’s talking about. Not an unusual or infrequent reaction to my best friend. The explanation doesn’t come. He continues wiping down the beer taps with a cloth.


I rest my elbow on the bar, drop my chin into my hand. “What the fuck are you talking about? When were we in a band?”


“That summer Luke got the drum kit for his birthday. When we said we’d lie and say you were our brother so we could be the next Hanson.”


My brows pinch together. “Hanson?”


He throws the towel over his shoulder and leans against the bar, dragging his hand through his perfectly coiffed chestnut hair. “Okay, it might have been the rock ’n’ roll version of the Jonas Brothers, I can’t remember. We were going to practice every day in the barn. But then . . . well, never mind, but my point is”—he looks down and fiddles with something behind the bar out of my view—“I’m glad we didn’t see it through. I wouldn’t be good at being famous. Avoiding that news crew is giving me hives.”


I have very vague memories of Tommy’s younger brother, Luke, getting a drum kit. I must have been thirteen, maybe? There are blurry images of me holding a guitar somewhere in the dark depths of my memory from twenty years ago.


I realize he’s avoiding looking at me, because he worked out before I did that he fucked up by bringing up that summer.


“I don’t think I’d be a good famous person either,” I say, moving past the awkwardness. Even though we’re the same height at six foot four, there’s something that seems small about him when he puts his foot in it. He lifts his head to look at me again, an unspoken apology in his dark blue eyes. “I’d be one of those rock stars who punches a pap.”


“I can see that happening,” he says.


The doors to the tavern open and we both quickly turn to look, breathing out a synchronized sigh of relief when it’s Melissa and Winnie and not the camera crew that’s been roaming Fraser Falls trying to talk to someone about the mess Flo caused over the weekend.


Melissa and Winnie run the florist, Wilde & Winslet, opposite my store. Winnie grew up here in Fraser Falls. She’s younger than me and Tommy by a handful of years, but her father is the town pastor, which makes her the second most popular thing talked about every Sunday. She met Mel at school and convinced her to move here and open a flower shop.


“Don’t think I’ve ever seen you two so happy to see us,” Winnie says as she heads to the armchairs by the fire at the back of the room. A sweet floral smell follows her as she passes me and I notice a red rose tucked into the band securing her black box braids at the back of her head. “Your sign is very direct. I don’t think you need to worry,” she calls over her shoulder.


The sign is the result of ten seconds, a piece of paper, and a Sharpie: “NO CAMERAS ALLOWED. REPORTERS WILL BE ASKED TO LEAVE IMMEDIATELY.” Despite being told not to, Flo posted a follow-up video this morning thanking people for their support and inviting them to visit us again. It caught the attention of someone who, Winnie told me, was on Dancing with the Stars and their share made the original video take off again.


I love Flo like she’s my own grandmother, but she didn’t know what she was doing when she decided to air town business on the internet. She thought the public support would result in visitors and orders, but in reality the only visitors we’ve had so far are unwelcome.


The problem is, the Holly doll was originally my project. Which means the website is now struggling with traffic, the customer service email is blowing up, and the new orders have all been dropped on me. Flo didn’t even tell us she was posting a video, let alone multiple videos, which means I now have a ton of orders I don’t have inventory for because my naïve and forgetful ass didn’t set the order cap when half of our existing orders got canceled a few weeks ago.


To put it lightly, Flo has caused a massive fucking headache, mostly for me.


But we love her, and she loves this place more than anyone I know, so we’re going to support her anyway, and grumble about it in private like adults.


Mel stands at the bar to my right and orders drinks from Tommy. “Still getting hounded?” I ask.


She rolls her eyes, drags her short brown curls away from her face with her hand. “Yes, all mostly time wasters. Three different influencers have messaged to ask if we want to do their wedding for free for the ‘exposure.’” She emphasizes the word with finger quotation marks. “I’m tired.”


Tommy puts the two glasses of wine on the bar in front of Mel. “On me.”


“Thanks, Tommy,” she says sweetly, heading over to Winnie.


I watch him watch her walk away, a wistful look on his face that feels totally out of place. I finish my beer. “You’ve never given me a free drink. Why is that?”


“Because you’re an asshole. Next question.”


Before I can ask how long he plans to pine after Melissa before asking her out or what he thinks his odds of being shot down are, he’s saved by a customer at the bar ordering food. He disappears to tell the kitchen, putting an end to what could have been a fun night for me.


I slide off my stool and walk around the bar to the other side, immediately spotting a bag of chips that Tommy told me he was out of under the counter. Serving myself isn’t something I’d usually do, but he gets into a long conversation about God knows what every time he goes to the kitchen, so who knows how long I’m going to be waiting for him to come back.


I grab a ginger ale from the fridge and a clean glass. With my back turned to the rest of the room, I freeze when I hear the heavy wooden door open again. Please don’t be a reporter. I turn reluctantly, and my eyes land on a woman standing near the entrance, taking off her gloves as her eyes drift across the room.


When they land on me, she smiles a full, beautiful smile. I almost look behind me. She walks toward the bar, unbuttoning the blue buttons of her coat as she does. With her free hand, she pulls her auburn hair from beneath the collar and shakes it until shiny waves cascade down her back.


She’s three steps away from a stool before I realize I’m standing in the middle of the bar area staring at her like I’ve never seen another human being before. The quick fire of embarrassment is enough to unstick my feet. I put my drink down in front of my seat as she reaches the edge of the bar.


“Hi,” she says, her voice soft. “Are you still serving food?”


I grab a menu from under the counter and hand it to her. “Yeah.”


What’s weirder—telling her I don’t work here or just walking back to my seat and saying nothing?


“Thanks,” she says, placing the menu down on the bar and climbing onto the stool next to mine.


“What can I get you to drink?” I ask. I don’t know why I ask. Tommy is going to kill me for asking.


Her eyes flit up from the menu, pale green and bright. “Can I get a—”


“What the hell are you doing? You know you’re not allowed back here!” Tommy yells, nudging my shoulder to send me away. He’s still shaking his head at me when I climb sheepishly back onto my stool feeling like a bad kid who got caught—a feeling I’ve grown to hate in the last fifteen years. He turns his attention to the woman beside me. “Sorry about that. Are you a reporter?”


“Uh, no?”


“Definitely not undercover?” I frown at my best friend.


“Definitely,” she says slowly.


Tommy glares at me when I open the can of ginger ale and it cracks loudly. He turns his attention back to her. “Good. Sorry about that, can never be too careful. What can I get you?”


She orders a cheeseburger and fries with a lemon-lime soda. Tommy makes her a drink and hands it to her before heading back to the kitchen. She takes a sip and places it down gently on the coaster, twisting the glass so the bear emblem, the mascot of the local high school, is straight. She turns slightly on the bar stool to look at me.


“So what’s the deal? Does everyone get to play bartender when the real one disappears?” she asks, taking her coat off and letting it hang over the back of her seat. She’s wearing a thick cream turtleneck sweater, dark blue jeans, and heeled boots. When she moves her hair over her right shoulder, I get a glimpse of an expensive-looking watch and a cluster of diamond earrings.


I shrug. “Only if you have an unyielding passion for craft beer and don’t mind Mitch the Moose watching your every move.” She follows my eyes to the giant plastic moose head hung above the bar and pretends to consider the criteria.


“I guess I’m out. I’m not a beer fan, arts and crafts or otherwise.” A sharp laugh bursts out of me. I study her more closely now, watching as she pulls a napkin from the holder and dabs her mouth ­gently where the ice from her drink has wet her top lip. Each delicate movement has every ounce of my attention. “But I’ve been stared at in bars by weirder things than a plastic moose.”


Another laugh. Damn, what’s with me tonight? Something about pillowy pink lips and high cheekbones on a beautiful woman makes me act up. My cell phone buzzes on the bar. I reluctantly take my eyes off her and spot a text from Arthur reminding me I promised I’d help him fix his drainpipe tomorrow after his grandson smashed a hole in it with a hockey puck. I lock my screen and focus back on her. “You just passing through?”


She lowers the napkin and starts folding it neatly. There’s no ring on her left hand. “Something like that. I’m on my way to Maine technically.”


“What’s in Maine?”


She tilts her head, a soft smile on her lips. “Lobster. Rain. People who mind their own business.”


I raise my hands in surrender. “Fair. You won’t find people who mind their business around here.”


It’s her turn to laugh. Tommy is going to be back any minute and will take over this conversation with something interesting and fun. He has that barman charm that makes him able to talk to anyone about anything that I’ve never managed to replicate.


I’m the practical one. The one you call when your internet isn’t working or, if you’re Flo, when you need hundreds of lights hanging a month early to impress a travel blogger. Sure, I rope Tommy into helping, but he’s the one you’d go to for a good time.


The tavern is quieter tonight, everyone staying home to prevent being accosted in the street by the rogue news crew I’d guess. Aside from the crackle of the fire, the only sounds in the tavern now are Winnie and Mel whispering in the corner and the gentle thud of people playing darts in the back.


“I’m Clara, by the way,” the woman beside me says, snapping me out of my daze.


“Jack.” She rotates her body so she’s fully facing me and rests her elbow on the bar. Her heels are hooked on the foot rail, her long, slim legs angled between my open ones. “Has your visit to Fraser Falls been enjoyable so far, Clara?”


“Let’s see, I’ve encountered someone impersonating a bartender, been accused of being an undercover journalist by the real bartender, and on my way here someone offered me her condolences for an unknown reason.”


“That tracks,” I say, gesturing to her outfit. “Usually anyone arriving in town dressed in anything above casual is here for a funeral.”


Her eyes widen like it suddenly makes sense. “You’re local then?”


“Born and raised. Never left. Although, I did go to sleepaway camp in Rhode Island one summer when I was ten. If that counts.”


She nods assuredly. “That definitely counts. It’s practically Euro summer.”


I bite the inside of my cheek. “What brings you to Fraser Falls? On your route to Maine where people mind their business.”


“Heard good things about it. Rumor is there are really nice people here.” I nod knowingly. “I can’t say I disagree so far, and it’s just as pretty as it looks online. Prettier, in fact. I love the lights. You should keep them up all year.”


“You’re lucky. They’re not usually up this early, but don’t give Flo any ideas. They’re nice to look at but the wind tangles the stars and I’m the one who gets the call to fix it.”


Clara’s eyebrow creeps up. “Flo?”


How to describe her. “She runs a café and bakery over on Main. Technically owns the building. Spiritually owns the town. Think of her as the unofficial mayor, the town crier, and the neighborhood watch all rolled into one.”


“Oh my God,” Clara says, clapping her hands. “Florence! She’s the one who posted the doll videos, isn’t she? With the very serious background music and the finger pointing?”


I smother a groan. “Unfortunately, yes.”


She laughs. “No offense, but from the Fraser Falls social pages, this whole town seems . . . aggressively quaint for all the drama. Internet fame and reporters? That’s a lot.”


“That’s putting it mildly.” I don’t add anything more. The last thing I want to talk about is Dollgate and Flo’s recent internet fame. “There’s so many other things we could be talked about for. Better things.”


I think Clara senses my reluctance because she changes the subject. “Is the school mascot really a bear wearing overalls?”


Not one of the better things I was thinking of, but sure. “Yup. Fraser Falls Bears. Our one and only victory was the ’98 regional football championship. The town still celebrates it every year. It was our moon landing, but we can’t call it that openly. There’s a guy who thinks the moon landing was faked and it sets him off.”


“Ohhh.” Her eyes widen. “One of those people who think it was all filmed on a soundstage?”


Also not one of the better things I was thinking of. “Kinda. He thinks the moon is a hologram.”


Clara twirls the ends of her hair around her finger as she nods slowly, absorbing. “I saw someone trying to catch a drone with a net earlier today. Like an actual net. Like he was a butterfly catcher. Same guy, by any chance?”


“Yeah! That’s him, Donald. Huge conspiracy theorist but excellent landscaper if you ever need your garden fixed up. The drone’s lucky it got away. He’s wicked fast with that net. Caught Tommy in it once.” I nod toward my best friend over by the fire. “Accused Flo of being a CIA operative, too, and only narrowly escaped with his life.”


Clara chokes on her soda laughing. “This place is wild. Aggressively quaint, but also wild.”


Her food appears as I take the last sip of my drink. “You don’t know the half of it.”









Chapter 4


JACK


I GO HOME TO GET Elf and bring him back to the tavern while Clara eats her dinner.


The gasp she lets out when she sees him is one I’m used to, and one he loves. “Bully mix?” she asks, hand scratching the white patch in the center of his otherwise silver body.


“Or something. He was a stray, so they weren’t one hundred percent sure.”


After stealing her attention away from me for five minutes, he follows Tommy and settles in the bed kept behind the bar especially for him.


With her focus back on me, Clara lets me talk about the colorful lore of Fraser Falls. I introduce her to Tommy and let him recount his traumatic experience of being trapped in Donald’s net. When he’s done answering her questions, he makes himself scarce, which I appreciate.


I tell her how some people in town staged a protest outside the art school when Wilhelmina wanted to use a nude model for a painting class—their three placards said, “No class needs ass”—and she almost chokes on her drink.


When she’s finished with her meal, Clara tells me about her mom’s obsession with horoscopes and how her brother has been in love with her best friend since they were kids. She skips over her dad and I’m happy to do the same. I beam when she gasps as I recall the infamous Fraser Falls love triangle of ’09 that rocked the foundation of the town.


The conversation is flowing so easily that I want to ask if this happens to her. The instant rapport, the sparks crackling between us, the desire to learn everything. Because it doesn’t happen to me. I don’t ask; instead she laughs through a story about getting stuck in an elevator with Jennifer Aniston on Halloween while dressed as Chucky and I tell her about the time I accidentally set the summer play set on fire.


Clara laughs with her whole body, leans forward when she talks like every word is a secret she only wants me to hear. It’s impossible not to like her. She’s polite to Tommy when he refills our drinks and pats my forearm gently with an understanding smile while I apologize profusely that my phone ringing has interrupted her for the third time.


“Is this the part where I find out you’re the town drug dealer?” she asks when I end the call.


I place my phone back on the bar and put it on silent. “My life isn’t that dangerous or exciting. I’m the guy that gets the call when someone has a problem.”


“Like an I need help blackmailing someone kind of problem?” she asks playfully.


My eye flicks to my screen as I see a text come through. “More like There’s a raccoon that keeps getting into my garden and ruining my vegetable patch, or Can you fix the hole in my fence? Or something glamorous like My toilet is backing up and flooding my house, what do I do?”


“Wow, that is glamorous. Surely the correct solution is domesticate the raccoon and launch a social media career?”


I nudge my phone toward her. “You’re good at this, you can take the next call.”


“I hope it’s something juicy. Do you want to play pool while we wait for my time to shine?” She’s already shining pretty bright from where I’m sitting. I don’t even like pool but I find myself nodding. “I should warn you, I’m not very good.”


“That’s what all the pool hustlers say before they reveal they’re some kind of prodigy.”


Clara slides from her stool and I follow her to the table. “Just for fun,” she says, chalking the end of her cue while I rack the balls. “No bets.”


I pull a coin out of my pocket. “Heads or tails?”


She presses her lips together, thinking. “Tails.”


The quarter spins in the air before landing on my palm. I press it onto the back of my hand and reveal it. “Heads. I break.”


Clara grips the top of her cue with both hands and leans against it. “Don’t be nervous. There’s nothing at stake but your pride.”


“Oh great, that makes it less stressful.” I pull the cue back and surge it forward, connecting perfectly and sending the cue ball careering toward the triangle. The crack is loud as they break and roll in opposite directions across the green felt, bouncing off the rails. I silently thank whatever cosmic force made me not miss.


Two solids and a stripe roll into the pockets. “Now who’s hustling?” Clara says, leaning her hip against the table. I focus on the orange stripe away from her and breathe a sigh of relief when I sink it.


“Looks like I’m stripes.” My growing confidence immediately stops when my next shot bounces off the corner of the pocket. “You’re up, solids.”


I take a step back from the table and watch her survey it from all angles. Her legs look even longer in her heeled boots, ass tight and round as it moves side to side. “I hit it with the thin end, right?” she says, flipping her hair behind her shoulder when she stands up straight. “I’m kidding! I’m totally kidding. I know it’s the thick end.”


I rub my hand over my jaw, watch her try not to laugh at her own jokes. There’s something irresistible about how she doesn’t take herself too seriously. “Take your shot, Clara.”


Her movement is smooth but the red ball bounces off the pocket and rolls diagonally to the center of the table. “I think this table is wonky,” she says, side-eyeing it.


“It must be. Couldn’t be your aim.” I line up my next shot, face six inches from the table when her elbows land in the spot next to me, her head level with mine. “You’re not going to distract me.”


She leans in, the sweet smell of her perfume engulfing me. She lowers her voice. “You haven’t seen how good I am at it.”


Clara winks and I go too far to the right on the cue ball and miss my target entirely.


“See? And I’m not even trying yet.”


She sinks her orange. Then her purple. Just touches her blue.


“Do you need some help?” she asks when I spend ten seconds evaluating the table.


I hit the ball and sink my maroon. I lean toward her, our faces only inches apart. Fuck, she’s so gorgeous. “I think I’m okay.”


I miss my next shot, but it doesn’t matter. I do exactly what she just did to me. Lean in as she’s lining up and whisper, “Do you need some help?”


“I do, actually.” She straightens up and watches me patiently while the words oh and fuck run through my head on a mental conveyor belt.


“Bend over.” I swallow the lump in my throat. Yeah, I can see myself saying that to her in an entirely different set of circumstances. I don’t make a habit of lusting after strangers, but it’s not every night a gorgeous woman walks in here and I have instant chemistry with her. “And line up your shot like you would normally.”


She does as I say and looks up at me from the table expectantly. “And now?”


I adjust her left hand with mine and reposition her right hand, reach across her back, and grip the bottom of the cue. She inches closer to me. “Hold it closer to your body like this. Don’t grip it too tight, you want a smooth stroke,” I say quietly.


“Good technique.” I’m very aware that we’re being watched right now, but Clara either doesn’t care or hasn’t noticed.


I guide the cue back with her and hit the cue ball into the blue. She wiggles in excitement when it rolls into the pocket, the soft curves of her body brushing against mine. “We’re a good team.”


I let go of her and take a safety step backward. I rub my neck where my skin feels red-hot. Losing it over a game of pool. I need to get a grip.


Clara continues to distract me every chance she gets and I continue to let her, enjoying her constant fight for my attention over the game.


“What does the winner get?” Clara asks, chalking her cue again. She brushes the blue dust off her hands, wedging the cue between her forearm and biceps.


“I think it was just pride, wasn’t it?” I clip the side of my yellow but it goes nowhere. “Are you telling me there’s been a prize this whole time?”


“I didn’t want the pressure to crush you.” She tilts her head to the side and pouts. “I had your best interests at heart.”


“How about . . . the loser buys the next round of drinks?”


Clara’s eyes widen like I just said something magnificent. “That’s a totally new and unique take and I love it. Let’s do that.”


Clara takes a deep breath and lines up to pot her red. I make a slight noise and she shushes me. I already know she isn’t going to sink it, her angle is all wrong and her cue is too high. She’s more likely to chip the cue ball off the side of the table. “Hey, permission to work as a team?”


She looks across the table to me, her pert ass in the air. “Planning to sabotage me?”


I push my hands into my pockets and shake my head. “Nope.”


She looks me up and down, eyes taking longer over my chest and face. “Okay, but only because I like your raspy whispering in my ear, not because I think I need your help.”


I drag my hand over the crown of my head, temporarily at a loss for words. “Understood.”


“Move this way a little.” I guide her closer to the center of the table with my hand on her hip. I settle over her again like earlier; my hands are steady when I tweak her form. My body is a little closer than before. When I reposition her left hand everything falls into place, almost like she was being bad on purpose. “You’re doing so good, you didn’t need my help.”


“I know, but there’s that whispering again.” She draws her arm back, eyes fixed on the shot, then strikes the cue ball clean. It smacks the red exactly where it needs to, sending it speeding into the pocket. “You want to help me beat you or watch from the bar while you buy us drinks?”


“I’ll help. Feeling like I was involved will probably boost my ego.”


Clara cheers when she sinks the eight ball into the closest pocket. I let go of the cue and give her space. Well, give me space. She holds out her hand and I shake it carefully. “Good game,” she says. “I’ll have a mojito, please.”


“Coming right up.”


“BIGGEST TOWN SCANDAL?”


Clara grips the straw of her third mojito and swirls it around her glass. After Mel and Winnie left, we took over the love seat by the fire and Clara’s been questioning me on Fraser Falls ever since. I expected her to sit in the empty chair on the opposite side but she slid herself into the tight space beside me.


We’re twisted slightly to face each other, so close it eliminates any reason for her to lean in. Her body is relaxed against mine. I try to return the questions that she’s firing at me, but she’s more interested in asking them.


“Biggest town scandal . . .” I scratch at my jaw while I think it over. “Teen pregnancy. Resulted in Sailor, my goddaughter, who belongs to Tommy’s brother, Luke.”


“Teen pregnancies happen everywhere. What’s so scandalous about it?”


“Luke got down on one knee to propose to Dove and she told him to get up. They weren’t even dating, they just grew up next door to each other and made a pact. They still live next door to each other. Healthiest parent relationship I’ve ever seen.”


Clara takes a sip of her drink. “I was sorta hoping for a cult or, like, a murder you all made a promise to cover up forever or something.”


“Closest thing we have to a cult is book club. Sorry to disappoint.”


“What’s your biggest scandal?” she asks.


I have too many from my teen years that I wouldn’t ever want to admit to. They’re not fun, laughable moments for me. I search for one she might like. “Butt-dialed one of my neighbors while I was working out and they started a rumor I called them while I was having sex.” Clara’s hand shoots out and grabs my arm; with wide eyes, she pinches her lips together to keep in her reaction. “It got brought up at a town meeting and it made me die inside. I was only twenty-­three.”


It’s enough to tip her over the edge and she howls laughing with her forehead pressed to my shoulder. When she eventually recovers, she apologizes, the multiple mojitos she’s had giving her a giddiness that’s endearing.


“I’m trying to figure out what your workouts sound like for someone to think that’s what you were doing,” she says, her brow furrowed.


“I haven’t had enough drinks to give you an example.”


“We have time.”


The hours blur in the warm flicker of the fireplace.


I like her. More than I should ever like someone I just met. I do finally manage to sneak in some questions. I learn she loves food, specifically breakfast food and Italian. That she lives alone in Manhattan. That her favorite movie is Pretty Woman.


But then she’s back on me.


There’s something about the way she watches me talk. Like she genuinely cares about what I have to say. It’s been a long time since anyone has wanted to hear me talk about anything other than the doll. That’s my favorite thing about her: she hasn’t once brought up work.


Eventually, the tavern is empty. Tommy starts wiping down the bar, giving me the look he always gives me when I linger too long without offering to help.


I glance at Clara, who’s finishing her drink.


“Come on,” I say. “The B & B is on my way home. Let me walk you back.”


Tommy waves his goodbyes to her, says he’ll borrow Elf for the night, and winks as I follow Clara out the door. Outside, the cold air slices through us. Clara shivers and wraps her coat tighter; I do the same. Our breath clouds the air in front of us. Fraser Falls is nearly silent, just the sound of our footsteps and the distant barking of a dog.


“I’m surprised more people don’t know about how dreamy this place is,” she says, pushing her hands into her pockets.


“We had more visitors last year than in the past. Hoping they come back this year, but who knows. Flo has this dream of us hosting a big Christmas market like they do in Europe, but we need consistent visitors to make that happen.”


She looks up at me, her breath visible between us. “I can see why. I’d come.”


We reach the front steps of the B & B. The porch light flickers above us, casting her face in soft gold. She turns toward me, still wrapped up in her coat. “I’ll send you the first invite when it happens.”


She looks at her feet, then back at me, still smiling. “Thanks for the drinks. And the walk. And the invite back.”


“You definitely need to go to Maine tomorrow? I could find a lobster for you. Can’t promise rain, but could probably find a sprinkler system or something.” I smile, trying not to let my sadness at the night ending show.


“I definitely need to go to Maine tomorrow,” she says, sounding disappointed. “I wish I could stay.”


“I wish you could stay too.” There’s a pause that stretches out too long, where something could happen, should happen. I want to kiss her. I should kiss her and I don’t know what’s stopping me. Rejection ruining a perfect night, maybe? I don’t know.


“I should get inside, it’s cold. Good night, Jack. Thanks for giving me such a warm welcome.”


The moment passes and I’ve missed my chance.


I nod. “Good night, Clara. I mean it, come back anytime.”


She studies me, then smiles. It’s a little pensive, like she knows the moment is gone too. She squeezes my arm affectionately before disappearing through the main door, and I stand there for a beat longer, hands buried in my pockets, cold settling into my bones.


I take back what I said earlier. Not every new visitor is unwelcome.
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