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1


AS SOON AS HER SISTER WALKED THROUGH THE FRONT DOOR, Merritt Valentine knew something was wrong.


“What’s going on?” she blurted out, the troubled expression on Olivia’s face all the permission she needed to full-on panic. “Are you dying?”


For the past few weeks, Olivia had been complaining about feeling off, but it wasn’t until she’d fainted during yoga last weekend that Merritt had started to worry. She’d offered to go with her to the doctor, but Olivia had told her not to bother, so instead, Merritt had spent the afternoon trying—and clearly failing—not to get tangled up in worst-case scenarios.


“Let me get my coat off first, jeez,” said Olivia, with a laugh that seemed genuine enough to make Merritt unclench somewhat.


While Olivia took off her coat and boots by the door, Merritt returned her attention to the sweet potato curry simmering on the stove, biting her tongue as she practically simmered with anticipation herself.


Olivia eased onto a stool on the other side of the kitchen island, that same distracted look back on her face. Three endless breaths passed before she spoke.


“I’m not dying. Well, not any faster than I should be,” Olivia said, toying with the delicate gold pendant around her neck. She met Merritt’s eyes. “But . . . I’m pregnant.”


Merritt felt like the wind had been knocked out of her.


Sure, Olivia had talked about wanting a family before, but even though she and Dev had been together since college, Merritt had never heard her mention it in a more concrete way than “someday.” There was always something to do first: finish her PhD, settle into their new house, start a new job, get that promotion. By the time their joint thirty-fifth birthday had passed in February, it had been a long time since Merritt had even heard that vague “someday.” She’d assumed that, for whatever reason, Olivia had changed her mind somewhere along the way.


But there was no ambivalence in the giddy smile spreading across Olivia’s face, so Merritt had no choice but to match it, swallowing the complicated feelings she already felt bubbling up from the pit of her stomach. This didn’t have to be hard. If Olivia was thrilled, she was thrilled.


Or, at least, she could pretend to be, until she figured out how the fuck she really felt.


“Holy shit. Olivia!”


She dashed around to the other side of the island and wrapped her sister in an affectionate headlock, the closest thing to a hug that was possible with one of them perched on a stool. Olivia choked out a half laugh, half sob, curling her fingers around Merritt’s forearm. Merritt felt tears fill her own eyes, and she blinked them away. Maybe she wouldn’t have to pretend, after all.


“How do you feel?” she asked, releasing Olivia and returning to the stove.


“Like I’m gonna throw up. Do you think it’s going to be like this the whole time?”


Merritt laughed. “Didn’t Mom say she puked every day until, like, the end of the third trimester?”


It was one of their mother’s favorite grievances to bring up whenever one of them (usually Merritt) had upset her: I spent nine months with my head in a toilet for this, she’d say dryly, either to herself or to whatever third party was watching sympathetically.


Olivia groaned, resting her face in her hands. “Fuck. Why am I doing this again?”


“Because you’re married and in love and want to fill this house with your and Dev’s gorgeous genius offspring?”


Olivia’s laugh was muffled. “Oh yeah.”


“How did this even happen? Did your IUD make a break for it again?”


Even without looking at her, Merritt could sense Olivia stiffening.


“Um, no,” she said, with forced nonchalance. “When I went in last summer to get that taken care of, I actually just had her take it out.”


“Oh.” Merritt tried to ignore the twist in her gut. “You didn’t tell me that.”


“Really? I swear, I thought I did.”


Merritt knew that if she glanced back, Olivia’s neck would be splotched red, a telltale sign of lying for both of them. Merritt took a deep breath through her nose, then exhaled through her mouth.


She didn’t tell you because she was worried about your reaction. Don’t prove her right.


She returned her attention to the stove, pinching some salt from the tiny bowl on the counter and sprinkling it over the bubbling pan.


“So, are you going to convert Dev’s office into the nursery?”


Olivia paused for a beat longer than she needed to. “Yeah. Which means we’re going to have to move his office . . . downstairs.”


Merritt rested the wooden spoon on the counter. “You mean, you’re going to move it to my room.” It wasn’t a question.


Olivia gracefully rose from the chair and swept past Merritt to grab a glass from the cabinet. “Well . . . yeah,” she mumbled, opening the fridge to pull out the water filter. “Except . . . it wouldn’t be your room. By then. Right? It would just be . . . Dev’s office.”


She avoided Merritt’s gaze as she filled the glass and returned the pitcher to the fridge. Merritt leaned against the counter and crossed her arms.


“If you want me to move out, just say that. You don’t have to be so weird about it.” She tried to keep her tone even, no trace of the gathering storm. Olivia sighed as she returned to her stool.


“I mean . . . it’s not like you could keep living here forever.”


“It hasn’t been forever,” Merritt retorted, stirring the curry with renewed vigor.


Olivia raised her eyebrows. “It’s been two years.”


Merritt snorted. “Don’t exaggerate. It’s only been . . .” She flicked her eyes to the ceiling and counted in her head. April, May, June . . . “Twenty-seven months,” she muttered, deflated.


“You don’t have to leave until the fall. You’ll have plenty of time to get your house ready.”


When Merritt had crawled out from the wreckage of her last relationship and fled Los Angeles for Olivia and Dev’s sleepy Colorado ski town (population 1,543), she had no plans to stay there. She’d sworn to them that she’d be crashing for a week at most, until the dust settled and she could slink back to Los Feliz with as much dignity as she could muster.


She must have been addled by the altitude, however, because she’d put an impulsive cash offer on a house atop the mountain three days after she arrived, instantly seduced by the town’s picturesque natural beauty and kitschy charm. The house had been sitting vacant for a few years and needed some basic renovations before she could move in. Small enough that she’d put them off for a month, then two—then twenty-seven.


In the meantime, she’d settled into a life of unconventional domesticity with Olivia and Dev, splitting the mortgage and bills and chores and cooking dinner for the three of them practically every night. Of course she’d known it couldn’t last forever, but she’d delighted in the unexpected chance to live with her sister as adults—exactly the shot in the arm their relationship had needed.


But now she’d be leaving the warmth and laughter of Dev and Olivia’s kitchen for the dark solitude of her abandoned house. Alone and directionless at thirty-five, while Olivia hit yet another milestone Merritt likely never would.


Everything was about to change, Merritt realized in a dizzying flash, in ways she couldn’t even anticipate yet.


She shut her eyes and took another calming breath, bracing her palms against the cool metal edge of the stove. This would only be a big deal if she made it a big deal. She’d be moving less than ten minutes away, just up the mountain. The kitchen and laughter and warmth would still be here whenever she needed it.


The rice cooker beeped behind her, and she released the lid, steam billowing out of it.


“Are you sure you don’t want me to stay a little longer than that? Don’t you want help?”


Olivia stared into her water glass. “I was going to ask Mom to come for a while, actually.”


“You think she’ll be much help?”


“I mean, she did it three times, I’m sure she has a few tips,” Olivia said, her voice icier than necessary.


These days, Merritt’s relationship with their mother was minimal. The two of them were in polite contact at all only for Olivia’s sake—so being replaced with her was effectively banning Merritt from the premises.


“Do you not trust me or something?” Merritt asked, cranking the can opener around the rim of the coconut milk so aggressively she felt the muscles in her neck strain.


“God. This is why I didn’t want to tell you yet,” Olivia said with a groan.


“Tell me what? That you’re evicting me because I’m too irresponsible to be around your baby?”


Olivia rolled her eyes. “Yes. Exactly. That’s my big news, aren’t you going to congratulate me?”


Merritt set her jaw and stirred the coconut milk into the pan.


Before she could reply, Dev burst through the front door along with a blast of icy air.


“Smells great in here.” He stopped short as he took in the tense scene in the kitchen: the hard line between Olivia’s eyebrows, Merritt’s rigid shoulders. “What’s up?” he asked cautiously, his grin fading.


Merritt flipped off the burner. “Nothing. Dinner’s ready and Olivia’s pregnant.”


She regretted it instantly, but it didn’t matter. Olivia flushed scarlet and stood up, the stool making an ugly skrrrk sound as it scraped against the floor.


“You can be such a bitch sometimes,” she hissed, before turning and flouncing upstairs. Dev’s eyes darted from Olivia’s hastily retreating back to Merritt slouched against the stove. Without a word, he turned and hastened up the stairs after her.


Merritt’s face burned with shame. That was one way to make moving out easier: get Olivia to hate her first.


She grabbed a bowl and scooped up some rice, then spooned the curry over it before shutting herself in her room to eat alone.


MERRITT HEARD THE GLASS DOOR TO THE ENCLOSED BACK PORCH SLIDE open a little after ten, but she forced herself to wait a few minutes before venturing out to investigate.


Olivia was sitting on one of the lounge chairs, legs tucked up under her oversized hoodie, hood up, sleeves hanging flaccid and empty at her sides. When she was a kid, their parents called it “going turtle.” No matter how old she got or how professional the rest of her wardrobe was, there was always room in the back of her closet for a sweatshirt that trailed below her knees, ready to provide armor against the first sign of distress.


She craned her head to look at Merritt but turned back without saying anything. Her face looked pale and tired. Merritt settled on the wicker chair next to her.


“How did Dev take it?”


Olivia looked down at her socks, which were poking out from the hem of her sweatshirt. “He’s really excited. We called all the parents, everyone was crying. It’s the first grandkid on his side, too.”


They sat in silence for a moment. Olivia rested her head on her knees and closed her eyes tightly, her brows knitting together. Her shoulders rose and fell in a jagged stutter.


“Are you thinking about Dad?” Merritt asked, surprising herself with how softly it came out, almost childlike. Olivia nodded without opening her eyes, a single tear sliding down her cheek. Her throat tightened, and when she spoke again, the words were raspy with emotion. “He would’ve been really happy.”


Olivia nodded again, a short burst. “He would’ve been a great grandpa.” Her voice was thick, too.


Twenty-five years after their father’s death, the waves of grief came less frequently, the ocean calm more often than not, but they still had the power to knock her off her feet. It overwhelmed her, that shared ache she knew they were both feeling, how even the happiest moments were tainted by the reminder of how fucking unfair it was that he was gone and their lives kept going anyway.


Merritt blinked rapidly, then cleared her throat. “I’m so sorry, Liv. For spoiling it.”


Olivia shook her head. “It’s okay. It’s too big for you to spoil. Nice try, though.” The corners of her mouth turned up slightly as she dabbed at her eyes with the sleeve of her sweatshirt. “I should know better than to tell you secrets by now.”


Merritt didn’t respond, just tilted her head back, taking in the ink-black sky through the skylight. It seemed unthinkable that it was the same one she’d looked up at in LA, muddled with smog and light pollution. Out here, there were so many stars that her brain struggled to process them all. She looked back down again before she got dizzy.


“I found out something else at the appointment,” said Olivia, and Merritt glanced over at her, too quickly. “I’m having twins.”


Merritt’s eyes widened, her worry dissipating as quickly as it had arrived. “Really? They can tell that early?”


“It’s not that early. I’m ten weeks. Apparently, the chances go way up if you’re a fraternal twin.”


Most people were surprised to find out that Merritt and Olivia were related at all, let alone twins. They were the same height and roughly the same build, but the similarities ended there. Olivia’s features were soft and delicate, bearing little resemblance to Merritt’s angular, exaggerated ones, and while Merritt had hidden under an unruly mop of dark brown hair practically since birth, Olivia’s was straight and fine and pale as cornsilk. Even once it had darkened in adulthood, she still bleached it that same color, which she wore in a sleek bob just below her jawline. But their most striking difference was their eyes—Merritt’s were brown like their father’s, and Olivia had inherited their mother’s, light blue and eerily clear (a source of burning jealousy for Merritt during their childhood).


Aside from their physical appearances, they’d grown into polar opposites as teenagers. Olivia had excelled in both academics and athletics: she was varsity field hockey captain, valedictorian, and had a full ride to Princeton for undergrad, graduating with honors. As for Merritt, who’d excelled at none of those things, she was just grateful her own gifts had been distributed in such a way that nobody really remembered she’d never graduated high school.


Living together over the past two years had brought them closer than ever, though, and despite how dissimilar they were in so many ways, there was no one on earth that Merritt understood better, had more fun with, or loved harder than her sister.


There was also, if she was being honest with herself, no one she’d hurt more deeply.


“Wow. Lucky them,” said Merritt, and she meant it, even as she shook off another residual shudder of guilt. She sighed. “I am sorry, though. I’ve just . . . really loved living here.”


Olivia’s voice was dreamy and lethargic. “Yeah. Us, too. Having you. It’s been nice.” She paused. “Mostly.”


Merritt laughed. “I guess I deserve that.” She rubbed her hands over her goosebump-covered upper arms, the chill creeping through the glass. “Maybe I should just sell the house and go back to LA.”


Olivia lifted her head, peering out from under her hood. “What? Why would you do that?”


Merritt shrugged. “I don’t know. Living with you was supposed to be kind of a transitional thing. And now I have to figure out what the rest of my life is going to look like. If I settle down here for real, is that just, like . . . running away?”


“Running away from what? What’s in LA for you anymore?”


Merritt considered it. What was in LA, besides relationships she’d ruined, bridges she’d burned, and the smoking rubble of her career?


And, an even more intimidating thought to contemplate: what could be out here for her, if she was brave enough to build it?


“Nothing,” she said on an exhale. “I guess I should figure out what needs to happen with the house. Get that whole process started.”


“When’s the last time you were over there?”


“I have no idea. Last summer, maybe? Remember I had that shitty contractor from Silverton, and then I never got around to finding someone else.”


“You should call Niko.”


Merritt’s stomach flipped. “What?” She tried to keep her voice casual.


“Niko. You should do a walk-through with him. I bet he could take care of half of that stuff himself for cheap, and he can give you names for whatever he can’t do. He literally knows everyone.”


Merritt bit her lip. “Maybe. I don’t want it to be weird.”


Olivia’s brow furrowed. “What? Why would it be weird?”


Merritt hesitated.


MERRITT HAD FIRST MET NIKOLAOS PETRAKIS IN HER SHOWER. SHE hadn’t been living at Olivia’s for long, a month at most. She’d pushed open the bathroom door, draped loosely in a towel with her hair piled on top of her head, and there he was.


“Heard you needed it a little harder in here,” he’d said, grinning, hands stretched above his head, well-muscled biceps flexing as he reached up to adjust her showerhead with a wrench.


When Merritt replayed it later, she usually said something witty in response. Maybe something about the unexpectedly porn-ish vibe of the whole scenario, right down to his opening line—even though, thankfully, he’d delivered it so cheerfully that she could believe the sleazy double entendre was somehow unintentional.


What she actually said was “Guh” as she dashed out of the bathroom, slamming her bedroom door behind her.


She flopped onto her bed, heart racing, suddenly recalling her breakfast conversation with Olivia about someone coming by to fix the water pressure in her shower, which had recently slowed to a trickle. Merritt had only stopped by her bathroom to collect her toiletries to go use the one upstairs, like she had for the past week.


But Olivia had neglected to mention that “someone” would be so . . . well. Merritt had only gotten a brief look at him, but she’d seen enough pieces to put together that he was attractive, in an obvious sort of way. Not her type, of course. But objectively, sure. That didn’t make her any happier about walking in on him when she was millimeters away from slipping a nip.


A deep voice came from outside her door, the hint of laughter in it making her cheeks burn.


“Hey there.”


She quickly calculated the odds of him believing she wasn’t in there, or maybe that she’d decided to take a spontaneous nap. Probably zero.


“Um. Hi,” she squeaked. “Sorry. I didn’t—sorry.”


“No, I’m sorry. I thought Olivia told you I was coming. I didn’t mean to scare you.”


“She did. And you didn’t. I was just . . . surprised.”


A pause.


“I’m Niko, by the way.”


Another pause.


“You must be Merritt.”


“That’s me.” Was she being rude, talking to him through the door like this without coming out? Should she throw on some clothes, or just go back out half-naked? She sat helplessly on the bed, towel clutched to her chest, paralyzed with anxiety.


“I should be done in here pretty soon and then I’ll get out of your way.” He paused again. “I didn’t see anything, by the way.”


“Oh. Cool.” Oh, cool? She grimaced to herself.


“All right, well. See you around.” He was definitely laughing now. She heard his footsteps retreat back to the bathroom.


His words proved prescient: After that, he was everywhere. At Dev’s poker night. At her and Olivia’s birthday party. At the coffee shop. At the grocery store. At the dispensary. At her favorite yoga class. But that was to be expected, in a small vacation town with an even smaller number of year-round residents.


If she were a different person, she would’ve been able to recover seamlessly from their first awkward meeting, laugh and joke and pivot into friendly acquaintanceship, if not actual friendship.


But instead, when she’d seen him approaching in the cereal aisle, her mind went blank. Even though she should’ve been used to it by now, something about a stranger unexpectedly coming up to talk to her when she was out and about always triggered a subconscious panic. Not that he was a stranger, exactly, but still. She couldn’t do anything besides smile tightly, nod in acknowledgment, then drop her head to examine the organic Special K knockoff in her hand.


Thankfully, he’d gotten the hint, nodded back, kept going, and that was that.


But even if she didn’t talk to him, their regular run-ins provided her with almost too many opportunities to take a detailed inventory of exactly what he looked like, after their first split-second encounter had denied her the chance.


She tried to keep her observations as impartial as possible. He had dark eyes and darker hair that fell over his forehead in shaggy, unruly curls. Skin bronzed by the sun. Cheekbones and jawline that were geometrically agreeable. A physique that corresponded to active hobbies and a job in manual labor. He wasn’t especially tall—five-nine at most—but he was brawny in the most literal beefcake-paper-towel-mascot sense of the word.


He was so beautiful he was almost boring, rescued only by a handful of jolie laide imperfections. His nose was disproportionately large, though she begrudgingly admitted it suited him more than a smaller one would. One eye was a little bit bigger than the other, if she looked long enough from exactly the right angle. His jaw was lightly pocked with faded acne scars—when it wasn’t hidden by an impressive beard in the winter.


She cataloged these tiny flaws without even realizing it, like they would eventually add up to some equation that, if solved, would liberate her from her attraction to him.


She couldn’t figure out why his overbearing handsomeness flustered her so much. She’d spent years in LA in the company of people who’d hoarded more than their fair share of genetic blessings, without anyone getting under her skin like he did. Besides, she’d never thought of herself as shallow enough to have her head turned by looks alone. Many of her past relationships had been with people she’d found perfectly average-looking at first, where her physical attraction bloomed out of appreciation for their talent or intellect—then turned to repulsion by the time they broke up.


But the thing that unsettled her the most was the way he looked at her. When she went to pick up her latte at the counter, when she rolled up her mat at the end of class, when she wandered through the living room during their card games. It was different, somehow, from the way most other people gawked at her. A little too familiar, coming from someone she’d barely exchanged five sentences with.


Not leering. Not disrespectful. But familiar.


Of course, she couldn’t begin to explain any of that to Olivia right now. Olivia would just roll her eyes and tell Merritt she was being ridiculous. Which she was.


“Forget it. You’re right. I’ll call him tomorrow,” Merritt said with a sigh.
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WHEN NIKOLAOS PETRAKIS THOUGHT ABOUT MERRITT VALENTINE, the first word that came to mind was sharp. Sharp jaw, sharp chin, sharp nose, sharp cheekbones jutting like cliffs. Her lips were a problem, though. They obviously hadn’t gotten the message. They were lush and rosy and soft looking, though he knew from experience they were likely concealing a tongue sharper than everything else put together.


Which was why, even with her back to him, he was having such a hard time concentrating as she led him through the house. Her hair looked soft, too, dark brown and wavy, shot through with silver like Christmas tinsel. He forced himself to focus on what she was saying before his mind drifted far enough to consider the relative softness of anything below her neck.


Not that he hadn’t considered it before. But this was not the time.


He realized too late that she’d stopped talking and turned to look at him, waiting for a response. Amber eyes blinked warily from behind oversized tortoiseshell glasses.


He cleared his throat. “Good bones,” he commented, nodding thoughtfully and gazing around the kitchen. She raised an eyebrow and kept walking.


It was something of an understatement. The house was a local landmark, known around town as “The Mollusk,” designed by an eccentric and internationally renowned architect in the early eighties. The first time Niko had seen it, he’d thought it looked like a Bond villain’s lair, or like a wizard had docked their flying ship on the side of the mountain and forgotten about it. The three-story split-level was bursting with quirky architectural details everywhere he looked, walls and ceilings and windows swooping and curving into the most unexpected arrangements.


It had been on the market for years before Merritt had scooped it up, too large and too bizarre and too precariously perched on the edge of the mountain for most people to know what to make of it. Even if he couldn’t help her out, Niko would’ve accepted Merritt’s invitation just for a chance to see the interior.


Of course, he probably would’ve accepted her invitation to tour the inside of a barrel, but that was beside the point.


He snuck another look at her, the sun glinting off the delicate silver rings and studs lining the outer edges of her ears. She’d been all business from the moment he’d pulled up, her face tense and serious, leading him through the house at a brisk pace.


She cast her eyes around the living room, occasionally settling on him before quickly flicking them away. Her hands moved constantly even when she stood still—intertwining at her back, then fluttering up to rest briefly at her hips before crossing tightly over her chest. Just when he thought she was done, she propped one against her cheek as she thought.


“Could we get the fireplaces working again?” She cocked her head toward a boarded-up mantel, her hand drifting down to rub the back of her neck absently.


“Sure.” He looked down at the grungy beige wall-to-wall carpet that extended down the stairs. “And you want all this to go?”


“Definitely. You think it’s hardwood under there?”


“Probably not, but we can figure something else out.” He glanced out an enormous crescent-shaped window overlooking a breathtaking view of the mountains. “All these windows are pretty irregular; were you thinking about doing custom shutters?”


“Maybe. Curtains would probably be easier, right? And cheaper.”


Niko shrugged. “I could do it at cost. Wouldn’t be too hard.”


He winced as soon as he said it. Why did he offer that? He wasn’t exactly in a position to commit to that kind of project for free.


Her eyes widened, then she shook her head. “I couldn’t let you do that. I mean, the shades, yes, please. But that’s a ton of work; of course I’ll pay for your time and everything.”


He flipped open his notebook. The house was in decent shape, and most of the renovations were minor: new light fixtures, new kitchen appliances, new HVAC, tankless water heater, repaint all the walls, redo the bathrooms, update the tile and countertops. Beneath the last item, he scrawled “fireplaces,” “pull up carpets,” and “window shades.”


“Anything else you want me to take a look at?”


She hesitated. “Yeah, actually. One more thing. Downstairs.”


The bottom floor of the house was another, smaller rec room, which led to a bedroom with two sets of built-in bunk beds lining the walls.


“I think I want to take these out and knock down the wall in between to make it one big room. But do you think that’s too ambitious?”


He shook his head. “Totally doable. Is this where you want to keep all your instruments and stuff?”


She shot him a startled glance, then looked away just as quickly. “Um, I don’t know. Maybe. I don’t know.”


Niko studied her, unsure where he’d gone wrong. Was it because he’d let on that he knew who she was? Because he didn’t—not really.


When she’d first moved to Crested Peak, he’d overheard enough gossip about her to figure out she was famous, or had been at some point. For what, it hadn’t been exactly clear. It seemed too obvious for anybody to mention. He’d never cared much about celebrities, though, and after a while, everyone else got used to it and stopped talking about her. And since she was either ignoring or glaring at him every time they were around each other, it seemed like he’d missed the boat to find out directly from the source.


A couple of days after first running into Merritt in her bathroom, he’d gotten a drink with Dev. Niko had brought her up casually, or so he thought. He couldn’t even remember what he’d said. Maybe something in his face had given him away. But Dev’s expression had clouded over immediately.


“What?”


Dev had looked down at his beer.


“Look. I’m not trying to say anything bad about her. I like her a lot. I do. She’s just . . . she can be a little . . . messy. Like worse than Helene. I don’t know, man. It’s a small town. She’s Olivia’s sister. If something happens with you two, or goes sour, or something . . . I just don’t want to lose you as a friend.” He took a pull from the bottle and shrugged, seemingly embarrassed by his candor. “I can’t tell you what to do. If you’re interested in her, go for it. I get it. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


Niko had been rattled that Dev had jumped from an offhand mention of Merritt’s name straight to their inevitable nasty breakup. It was more dramatic than even-keeled Dev usually got.


The warning had flashed neon red behind his eyes the next time he saw her, in the grocery store. Even so, it was like his body moved on its own, propelled down the aisle toward her by some unseen force. When it became clear that she wasn’t interested in talking to him, it was almost a relief. She’d made the choice for him.


Dev was right, anyway. Niko had long ago adopted an informal policy not to get involved with his fellow locals anymore. Crested Peak had a constant flow of visitors, taking advantage of the slopes in the winter and the hiking trails in the summer. It wasn’t hard to limit himself to flings with tourists in town for a week or two, or with the ski bums who came out to work for a couple of seasons if he wanted something a little more long-term.


Besides, he didn’t know anything about Merritt except that she was pretty and messy and some kind of famous and, of course, sharp. It was easy enough to keep his distance.


Until she’d called him.


“I guess that’s everything,” she said, shifting her weight. “What do you think? Can you get it all done in under nine months?”


“Oh, for sure.” His eyes flicked to her midriff, obscured and mysterious behind her coat. “Nine months? Are you . . . ? Because you might want to keep this a kid’s room, then.”


“What? Oh. No. I’m not, Olivia is.” She groaned and covered her eyes with her hands. “Fuck. I need to stop telling people that.”


Niko cocked his head. “Wait, is she or isn’t she?”


Merritt sighed, dropping her hands to rest on her stomach. “She is, but it’s still early. It’s still kind of a secret, I think.”


Niko grinned. “No shit. That’s great.”


The corner of Merritt’s mouth twitched. “Yeah. Yeah, it is.” She turned on her heel and strode out of the room, leaving him trailing after her again.


They found themselves back in the driveway, leaning against their respective cars, with enough distance between them that Merritt had to raise her voice to be heard.


“So do I . . . should we sign a contract, or something?”


Niko shrugged. “I can get you the first estimate soon, but I usually just do a handshake agreement. I haven’t done a project this size before, though. If it would make you more comfortable . . . ?”


She shook her head. “No, that’s okay. I, um. I trust you.” She dipped her eyes to the gravel as she said it, which meant it took her a few seconds to notice his outstretched hand. “Oh. I thought that was just a figure of speech.” Still, she hoisted herself upright and met him halfway, her other arm still wrapped protectively around her middle.


He knew his hands were rougher than most people’s and that he ran hot, generally. That had to be why her palm felt so impossibly cool and smooth against his, her rings gently clicking together as her long, graceful fingers curled toward his wrist. After being distracted by her hands all afternoon, it was weirdly satisfying to finally touch them—touch one, at least. Satisfying, but also whatever the opposite of satisfying was.


Maybe he was imagining it, but it seemed like her breathing shifted. She was looking down at their joined palms with an odd expression. Reluctantly, he released her before it turned from a businesslike handshake into just plain holding hands. She backed against her car, fingers swiping in vain against the air until she finally found the door handle. She cleared her throat.


“I only have one set of keys right now, but I can make you copies next time I go into Silverton.”


Niko opened his own door, resting his forearm on it and turning back to her. “I’m actually headed there now to pick up some supplies for another job. I could do it, if you want.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yeah, it’s not a problem.”


“Oh. Okay. That’s, um. Thank you.” She fished the keys out of her purse and tossed them to him. He stretched his arm up, but her aim was off, and they landed at least a foot to his left, sending up a cloud of dust. She grimaced. “Sorry.”


“S’okay.” He bent down to pick them up. They were connected by a plastic banana key chain bearing a cartoon face topped by thick furry eyebrows and googly eyes. He couldn’t stop himself from grinning. It seemed jarring to think of Merritt, so tense and severe, picking it up in a store and taking it home. He shook it a little in his hand, watching the pupils jiggle, and looked up to see Merritt observing him with a perturbed look on her face.


It must have been the googly eyes that possessed him to blurt out, “Do you want to come?”


She blinked, her expression unreadable. “Come?”


“To Silverton. They have that big home supply store there; you could look at tiles and paint swatches and stuff. Might get the process going a little faster.”


Despite the cold, a bead of sweat trickled down his spine as he waited for her response. She was silent for so long, her brows knitted together and lips pursed, that he was close to just telling her to forget it. He didn’t know why he’d even asked.


But then she met his eyes again, and for the first time all day, her face relaxed into something resembling a smile.


“Sure. Okay.”
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SHE’D AGREED ONLY BECAUSE SILVERTON WAS MORE THAN AN HOUR away, she did need to go there at some point, and she still hadn’t gotten comfortable navigating the narrow, winding mountain roads.


At least, that’s what Merritt told herself as she crossed the driveway toward Niko’s truck.


Walking through the house with him—the most time they’d ever spent alone together—she’d barely taken in anything he’d said, her attention centered on hiding how inexplicably frazzled she felt in his presence. She’d tried to get over her distant fixation on him by shoving it to the back of her mind, like a Tupperware in the fridge, but, as those things often did, it had grown a life of its own while her back was turned.


She shot him a brief smile of gratitude as he opened the passenger door for her but stopped short before climbing in.


“Do you . . . what should I do with this stuff?”


He was already halfway around to the other side. “Oh, shit. Sorry. You can just put it in the middle.”


She started to move the pile of debris into the center of the bench seat—junk, but no obvious garbage. A grubby pair of tennis shoes, loose ballpoint pens, a few CDs, an empty binder, a couple of beat-up baseball caps. Her hand closed around a soft, paint-stained T-shirt, and she had the irrational urge to bury her face in it.


She quickly released it and finished clearing the space, hoisting herself onto the seat as he did the same. The sunglasses in her purse weren’t prescription—she’d lost those almost as soon as she’d bought them—but the day was oppressively bright, and since she wasn’t driving, she swapped them out, the lines of the road going hazy.


They drove past the city limits in silence. She reached over and picked up one of the CDs, laughing in surprise when she realized what it was. “ABBA?”


Niko glanced at her, a little wounded, clearly interpreting her laughter as derisive. “What? You don’t like disco?”


She did, actually, but spending her formative years around the worst type of music snobs meant it had taken her way too long to realize it.


“It’s just not what I expected.” She slid it into the CD player, the car filling with the ethereal synths and shimmering keys of “Dancing Queen.”


He shrugged. “They’re my grandmother’s favorite. Reminds me of her.”


She flipped the case over in her hands, studying it, before sneaking another (slightly blurry) look at him.


He had a striking profile, but she already knew that, his angular jaw and brow perfectly counterbalanced by the prominent slope of his nose. His posture was upright but relaxed, one hand resting loosely on the steering wheel, the other draped over the back of the bench seat. She was grateful that the pile of junk between them prevented her from unconsciously shifting closer, his fingertips already inches from brushing her shoulder.


She had two doors in front of her, conversation-wise. Door Number One was businesslike small talk: focus on the task at hand. Door Number Two was more personal, a door he’d already cracked by bringing up his grandmother. She had to admit she was curious about him.


But that was the kind of small talk that inevitably led to big talk, the idea of which felt dangerous, since she wasn’t sure what she was willing to share about herself yet.


There was a third option, too: remaining silent and waiting to see what, if anything, he would ask her. But that felt less like a door and more like a long, dark hallway with an indeterminate destination.


Door One was safest.


“What are you going into town for?”


“I have a couple different stops. Picking up some light fixtures, some paint. There’s a flea market once a month that has good stuff sometimes—antique hardware, things like that. We should get there in time for that. You might want to check there for things for your house, too.”


Merritt hummed in acknowledgment. It struck her anew how absurd it was that last week they were virtual strangers, ignoring each other at every opportunity, and now they were on their way to stroll through a flea market together on a lazy Saturday, hand in hand.


Hand in hand? Where the fuck did that come from?


She flexed her fingers and rolled her wrists, one at a time, to bring them back to reality.


“Do you do this with all your clients?”


He shrugged without taking his eyes off the road.


She hadn’t realized she’d been hoping for him to pick up on the flirtatious edge of her question until she felt the sting of his deflection.


Why was she even bothering to flirt with him at all, intentionally or not? Because he was handsome? Because he was there? This was essentially a business trip, not a date, no matter how cozy the circumstances. It would set a bad precedent for her to start thinking of him as some kind of annoyingly attractive Mount Everest she needed to conquer just for the sake of the conquest.


As their drive continued, her attempts at conversation dwindled, leaving them to contemplate ABBA’s greatest hits in silence.


She shouldn’t have worried. He didn’t ask her a single question.


Maybe Mount Everest was the right comparison after all. He couldn’t have seemed less interested in her if he were literally made of stone.


NIKO CRANED HIS HEAD AND SQUINTED. MERRITT HAD DISAPPEARED YET again.


As soon as they’d approached the flea market, she’d wandered off, slipping into the crowd. It looked like he’d had the right impulse to give her space on the drive over, a gesture made easier by the fact that he’d been so nervous about accidentally asking her something intrusive or inappropriate that his mind had gone blank.


He finally caught up to her a few rows over, where she was studying a stall full of antique mirrors. Her back was to him, her image refracted a dozen times from every angle, warped and distorted.


She caught his eye through her reflection and smiled. “Did you find anything?”


He shook his head. “You?”


She shook her head, too. “I don’t know if I’m ready for any of this yet. One decision at a time, you know?” She pivoted to face him, sliding her sunglasses off the top of her head and back over her eyes. “Should we head back? Is there anything left on the list?”


They’d already taken care of their individual errands before meeting back up to head over to the flea market. He’d walked into the tile store and seen her weighing two almost identical samples of dark-gray tile in her hands, running her thumbs thoughtfully over their smooth surfaces.


As he’d glanced around at the other customers, he quickly realized he wasn’t the only one observing her.


Watching her drift around the store and the market reminded him of a toy he’d had as a kid, where he’d used a magnetic pen to move tiny metal shavings around a cartoon man’s face, imitating facial hair. Merritt was like that magnetic pen: wherever she went, it seemed like the people around her couldn’t help but turn to stare at her. Not everyone—not even most—but enough. And there was always a question on their faces as they did a double (sometimes triple) take, their eyes flitting to her face and then away again, trying to study her without being too obvious.


But despite the furtive glances, not one of them went up to her. He’d even thought twice about doing it himself, despite having a legitimate reason to. He wouldn’t describe her aura as unfriendly, exactly, but something about the way she carried herself—all the time, not just now—screamed Approach with Caution. Not like she’d attack, but like she’d flee, a startled deer seeking safety deep in the woods.


The night before, he’d mentioned to one of his roommates, Jo, that he was going to work on her house. All the color had immediately drained from Jo’s face, which was how Niko learned that he’d been living with a secret Merritt Valentine superfan for months.


They’d immediately pulled up a music video on their phone—Merritt’s first single, the one they swore he’d definitely know when he heard it. A jagged piano rhythm blared from the speakers, pulsing and hypnotic, over a wide shot of an empty field at night, lit only by the full moon. And then: teenage Merritt, almost unrecognizable. Painfully young, painfully thin, the harsh lighting illuminating her like a ghost against the darkened surroundings. When she opened her mouth, the hair on Niko’s arms had stood up. Her voice was low and rich and buttery smooth, but with an edge to it—an unexpected bite of spice that burned the back of his throat.


Even though Niko could tell the song was good, something about the video had made his stomach curdle. He felt creepy watching it, like he was doing something invasive, even though it had more than two hundred million views. His other roommate, Simon, had grabbed the phone, reading out the top comments with a laugh: Where’s Merritt? What happened to Merritt?


Niko wasn’t sure what was so funny about it.


Once he was alone in his room later that night, he’d thought about looking for more. Niko wasn’t the most tech-savvy person, but he knew even his limited search skills would probably yield more information than he’d know what to do with. But half-buzzed, sprawled on his bed with his thumbs poised over the cracked screen of his phone, he hadn’t been able to do it.


It wasn’t because he wasn’t interested. It just felt wrong. Like he’d discovered something deeply personal about her, without him having to open up at all in return. He didn’t want to learn anything else if it wasn’t straight from the source.


If only he could untie his tongue long enough to ask.


For the first time since they’d arrived, they fell into step side by side, leaving the flea market and heading back toward the main street. Silverton was a few times bigger than Crested Peak—though it was hard not to be—and had much of the same scenic Colorado mountain town atmosphere, its main attractions being the tiny airport, the full-size grocery store, and, of course, the Walmart.


“Almost done,” Niko said. “Still have to get the paint.”


They rounded the corner, passing a hole-in-the-wall burger restaurant just as someone exited. The smell of grease wafting out made Niko’s stomach growl. He checked his watch. It was already almost one.


“Are you hungry? We should get some lunch before we head back.”


She inclined her head, her mouth curling up at the corners to reveal a dimple, though it was probably too subdued to be considered a smile. “Sure. I’m good with whatever.”


He stopped short at a storefront, holding the door open for her. She, a few paces ahead of him, kept walking, then paused when she realized he was no longer next to her. Her eyes flicked across the window before her face cleared in comprehension.


“Oh. When you said paint, I thought—got it.” She ducked her head in embarrassment, walking past his outstretched arm into the art supply store.


He always loved coming here—how colorful and organized it was, the sense of possibility in every aisle. He could lose hours at a time wandering around, but today, he headed straight for the oil paints.


Merritt had already wandered away again, so he took his time selecting his paint, grabbing a new package of palette knives in assorted shapes and sizes, and stocking up on Liquin before he went hunting for her again. He found her in the pen aisle, doodling on the test pad in rainbow colors.


They approached the cash register together, her attention immediately caught by the various knickknacks positioned for impulse buys. As he laid his purchases on the counter, she reached her hand into a large plastic fishbowl full of toys and pulled out a miniature Rubik’s Cube, weighing it in her palm.


Suddenly, the thought of her being drawn to that silly banana key chain didn’t seem so far-fetched after all.


“Find everything okay?” The cashier grinned at him as she rang him up. He was friendly with most of the employees there, but he hadn’t seen her before. She looked like she was around Merritt’s age, with a full sleeve of tattoos, a thick blue streak in her hair, and a sunny grin. Her name tag read kathleen.


“Fine, thanks.” He looked over at Merritt. “You want that?”


Merritt looked up at him like she’d forgotten he was there, or maybe that she was there. “Hmm? No, it’s okay. But thanks.” She dropped the cube back into the fishbowl and crossed her arms, as if to stop herself from fidgeting with anything else.


When Kathleen turned her cheerful face to Merritt, her expression transformed like she’d been electrocuted. Niko thought he saw her physically jump.


“Oh!” Kathleen gasped, then clamped her hand over her mouth in chagrin. She laughed, a short, nervous peal. “Sorry. I was just—sorry.” She looked back at Niko, her face growing redder by the second. “Your total is $63.47.”


He dug his wallet out of his back pocket, but his attention was on Merritt, who was frozen next to him, smiling benignly down at the ground as Kathleen fumbled with the credit card machine.


After handing him the bag, Kathleen opened and closed her mouth several times, bravery overtaking her at the last second.


“I—sorry,” she repeated, hesitant. “I’m not trying to be weird. But I swear to god, I’ve been wanting to get a tattoo for you for, like, years, but I could never decide what to do. Like, a lyric, or the heart, or what.” She reached for a Sharpie and turned her tatted-up forearm over on the counter, revealing the pale, untouched underside. “Would you . . . sign me? So I can get it tattooed later?”


Niko was openly staring at Merritt now, genuinely unsure how she would react. But she uncrossed her arms, met Kathleen’s eyes with a warm smile, and picked up the Sharpie. “Of course. I’d be honored.”


They spent a few moments negotiating size and placement before Merritt scrawled her first name in tight lowercase cursive. She crossed the last two T’s with a decisive, unbroken slash, followed by a heart pierced by an arrow. Kathleen looked like she was about to burst into tears.


“I was at your last show, you know,” she said.


Merritt recoiled slightly, enough to make the Sharpie wobble.


“Shit,” she muttered under her breath, then returned her gaze to Kathleen. “Sorry about that. I hope you got your money back.” Her tone was airy, but he could sense the discomfort it was camouflaging. Kathleen’s eyes widened, and he could tell she did, too.


“No, no,” she said hurriedly, her face reddening again. “Don’t apologize. I’m sorry for bringing it up.”


“It’s okay.” Merritt’s smile tightened. “I’m just glad that wasn’t the last time we saw each other.” She popped the cap back on the Sharpie and gave Kathleen’s arm a parting squeeze before clearing her throat and turning to Niko. “Lunch?”


It was only after they’d gotten their food (tacos from next door) and parked themselves at an open table that he worked up the nerve to ask one of the many questions that had been rattling around in his brain since last night.


“Is it a secret? You living here?”


Merritt dipped a tortilla chip into a tiny cup of guacamole, wrinkling her nose in thought. “No? I mean, I don’t think anybody cares.”


“What about your fans?”


She cocked her head and gave him a searching look. Was she really going to ignore the fact that less than ten minutes ago, he’d seen someone beg her to sign their arm permanently?


He met her gaze without flinching and felt a jolt of electricity travel down his spine. He swore he saw her shiver, too, before she looked away.


“The person they care about doesn’t exist anymore. Or, at least, I hope she doesn’t.” She paused, then ran her fingers through her hair, laughing humorlessly. “Sorry, that was more melodramatic than I meant it. I just . . . I don’t really want to talk about it. Is that okay? Sorry.”


He expected her to look tense, shoulders set, soft mouth in a firm line. But her face was slack and expressionless. Something about her body language reminded him of his favorite pair of sweatpants, the way the elastic had slowly loosened over the years until he couldn’t put them on without them immediately slipping back down over his hips.


His first at bat, and he’d struck out. She didn’t want to talk.


Niko drenched his tacos in multicolored hot sauce, relieved to have something to do to occupy himself amid the awkward silence. He was startled when she spoke again.


“What about you? How did you end up out here?”


Her question came on the heels of his taking an overly ambitious bite of carnitas. He forced himself to chew as slowly as possible, so as not to choke to death while attempting to answer five seconds faster.


“Followed a girl out here. My college girlfriend. The plan was to come out for a year or so, do the ski bum thing, then go back home and start our real lives.”


She dabbed her mouth with a napkin. “Where’s home?”


“Florida. Tallahassee. That’s where we went to school.”


“And things didn’t go according to plan?”


He took a long drink of water before responding. “Not exactly. She didn’t like it as much as she thought she would. The whole lifestyle. I think she’d maybe . . . what’s the word. Romanticized it. She got tired of roughing it pretty quickly.”


“Makes sense.”


“She was ready to leave after a month, and I wasn’t. So we said, okay, she’ll go home, and I’ll meet her there when the year’s up.” He shrugged. “We broke up pretty soon after that. That kind of distance is tough, especially when you’re that age.”


The edges of her lips quirked up in a knowing smile, but she said nothing, popping the last bite of her taco into her mouth.


“I know what you’re thinking. She met someone else first.”


She raised her hand defensively, but her smile turned mischievous. “I wasn’t assuming anything.” She gathered up her second taco out of its foil shell. “So what made you stay? After the year was over.”


Niko did the same, picking the slices of radish off the top first. “I didn’t really have anywhere else to go. Or, anywhere I wanted to go. I never liked Florida much. None of my family lived there anymore, by that point. And I was happy here. Still am.”


“Do you think you’ll stay forever?”


He felt pinned by her stare, unsettled by the intensity in her dark eyes, even though the question itself was fairly tame. He shifted in his seat. “I don’t know. I guess I always assumed I’d settle down somewhere else once I was ready to move into the next phase of my life. Start a family and all that. It’s kind of hard to do that here unless you’re . . .” He hesitated.


“Rich?” she supplied, punctuating it with the crunch of a chip.


“Yeah,” he said. “No offense.”


Her lips pursed like she was trying to suppress a smile. “None taken.”


“I got lucky with my situation, but it’s crazy how expensive things have gotten just in the last few years.”


When Niko had moved to Crested Peak eight years ago, he’d spent his first three months sleeping in a barely converted closet in an unheated, uninsulated house with more people than he could count. He’d eventually graduated to the floor of a shared bedroom, then, at last, to a bed. He hadn’t minded. Cheap housing was hard to come by, and besides, it was just a place to crash. Nobody came to Crested Peak to spend time indoors. That house had been torn down a few years back, replaced by a sprawling vacation home that sat empty most of the year.


The place he lived in now was an anomaly. Perched at the edge of town, it was as quaint and cozy as a rental house—but occupied all year round. Their landlord discounted Niko’s rent in exchange for maintaining it. He’d also allowed Niko to transform the garage into his workshop, where he’d built an ever-increasing portion of the house’s furniture.


Over the years, Niko had built up his business, in demand enough for handyman and light construction gigs (plus the occasional furniture commission) to be able to get by without having to get another job on top of it. Still, his savings account never had more than enough to cover a round of drinks at Off the Rails, his checking wasn’t much better, and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d fully paid off his credit cards. It would be hard to support anyone else with his current lifestyle—and homeownership was out of the question.


Still, he’d lived in Crested Peak longer than he’d lived anywhere else, and the thought of leaving made his chest ache.


“My mom keeps trying to get me out to Tucson,” he continued, “to work for my stepdad. He owns a business out there. Life insurance, I think. I’ve been telling her ‘next year’ for about the last four years. But that’s probably where I’ll end up.”


Merritt nodded slowly as she chewed, mulling it over. He opened his mouth to ask her why she’d left LA, but she inclined her head toward the bright-yellow plastic bag on the seat next to him. “Did you study art in school?”


Niko shook his head, swallowing his bite. “Nah. I thought about it, though.” He hesitated.


The only person who knew he’d considered going to art school was his high school art teacher, who’d put the idea in his head in the first place. She’d filled his backpack with glossy pamphlets for conservatories and specialized programs, which he’d hidden under his mattress, thumbing through them furtively in the middle of the night like old porn magazines. Though it was a small thing, years buried, mostly forgotten, he felt an odd flash of relief at sharing it with someone else.


The handful of people back then who knew he liked to draw wouldn’t have thought to ask. It wasn’t even in the realm of possibility. Too impractical, too self-indulgent; you were better off burning your money. Unlike the so far completely useless general studies associate’s degree he’d barely scraped together enough passing credits for. He’d only gone to college at all because he’d sworn up and down to Yiayia that he would.


“Mostly I was afraid I wouldn’t want to do it anymore if it was something I had to do. Something I was doing for the approval of other people, something I’d get graded on. I kind of liked having it be just mine, you know what I mean?”


She nodded slowly, taking a sip of seltzer. “Yeah. Yeah, I know what you mean.” And just like that, her face was blank and closed again, her sunglasses like the darkened windows of a vacant storefront.


The questions he’d wanted to ask her withered and died on the vine, and they finished eating in silence.
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MERRITT SUCKED HER BREATH IN THROUGH HER NOSE AND EXHALED loudly, dropping her hands and stepping her left foot back, turning her low lunge into a downward-facing dog.


The class wasn’t especially strenuous—she’d forgone her usual Vinyasa Flow to join Olivia for Prenatal an hour earlier. But she’d never had this teacher before, and something about the dramatically breathy pseudo-soothing cadence of her Yoga Instructor Voice was making Merritt’s skin crawl.


“Draaawww your body up through your heart center . . . ground your energy through your hands . . . your fingertips . . . down to your tippy-tippy-tippy-toes . . . remember to be curious in your movement . . . as you floooow through your vinyasa . . . saying hellooo to your up dog . . . meeting once again . . . in down . . . ward-fa . . . cing dog.”


Merritt pressed her palms into her mat and opened her eyes, glancing over at Olivia next to her.


What’s up dog? Merritt mouthed silently, and yes, it wasn’t her best joke ever, but she still wasn’t expecting Olivia’s face to completely drain of color in response, her eyes going glassy. She dropped to her hands and knees, then bolted out of the room, Merritt following close behind.


She reached the lobby of the studio just in time to see the bathroom door shut with a decisive click, followed by the sound of vomiting. Merritt filled one of the communal mismatched mugs from the water cooler, then parked herself on the bench by the door and waited. After a minute or two without any signs of life, Merritt leaned over to mutter through the door.


“Liv? Are you okay?”


“Just leave me to die in here,” Olivia moaned. Merritt glanced over at the girl at the front desk, who seemed absorbed in her phone, just out of earshot. She lowered her voice slightly.


“It was her voice that did it, wasn’t it? If you hadn’t given me an excuse to leave, I might have ended up in there first.”


She heard Olivia give a short, teary laugh. The toilet flushed and the water ran, and eventually Olivia emerged, still looking slightly green. She collapsed on the bench next to Merritt, plopping her head in her hands.


“This sucks,” she grumbled. Merritt nudged her shoulder and offered her the water, which she accepted gratefully. Merritt put her hand on Olivia’s back as she drank, rubbing in small, comforting circles. Once Olivia was finished, she sat up straight and sighed ruefully. “Can’t take me anywhere, huh?”


“Don’t worry about it. I’m sure they’ve seen it all before. At least you made it to the bathroom.” Merritt glanced at the clock. There were less than ten minutes left in the class. “Do you wanna go back in?” She was relieved when Olivia shook her head. “Why don’t we just sit here until it’s over? Then I’ll get our mats, we’ll go next door and get some tea, and then we’ll walk back.”


“Perfect.” Olivia sighed, resting her head on Merritt’s shoulder. “I don’t understand how this is helpful. Evolutionarily speaking. Wouldn’t it make more sense for us to be, like, superhuman when we’re pregnant? Not achy and exhausted and puking every ten minutes?”


“I think it’s supposed to protect you and the babies, like if you accidentally eat something poisonous. Your body is set to auto-eject until everything’s been baking for a little longer.”


Olivia pouted. “And I have to stop eating poison, too? Man, no one warns you about the real sacrifices of pregnancy.”


The front door opened, their gazes turning toward it in unison. Merritt’s stomach lurched as soon as she registered who it was. For a split second, she was worried she’d have to abandon Olivia and run to the bathroom herself.


She forced herself to stay perfectly still, giving no sign that she was in any way distressed by the sight of him.


Maybe distressed was the wrong word. What she felt was quieter, but the kind of quiet that came before an earth-shattering disturbance. Staring at Niko, framed in the doorway at the opposite end of the long hall, she pictured the two of them as Old West gunslingers facing off at dawn, eyes narrowed, hands tensed on holsters, silently daring the other one to move a muscle.


Which was silly. He wasn’t a grizzled bounty hunter with a score to settle and nothing left to lose. He was just her easygoing and good-natured contractor, friend to all, who saw her as a giant paycheck and possibly an object of curiosity and nothing more. But in a nice way. Merritt doubted he was capable of doing anything not in a nice way, no matter what her dumb horny lizard brain tried to tell her.


It didn’t mean anything that his face lit up when he saw her. Them. When he saw the two of them. It was just the surprise and delight of running into someone he knew when he didn’t expect it. Though at this point, she’d think he would expect it by now, since he knew literally everyone in town.
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