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“Hey!” She keeps knocking. “Hey!”  

Looking over, I see a tiny woman with wild, curling black hair barely contained by a green bandanna. Her sun-kissed cheeks are flushed, and her hazel eyes are practically sparking with anger.  I run down the window. 

“You’ve got to do something about this!” She gestures toward the sidewalk across the way. “How am I going to open today? Who is going to walk through that?”

The site is a mess. Mud and silt are flowing out into the road, and across it. I’m struggling to pull on my boots. My back is grumbling today. Glancing past her, I note the smoking BBQ pit and brightly colored picnic tables sitting in a slurry of runoff. I have to solve this fast. I don’t need enemies here. 

“I promise I will address this immediately.”

She purses her lips. “I’ve got to serve people in three hours. Noon. Fix this or I’m calling the city. I’ll get a code officer out here.” 

She whirls around and storms off, splashing through puddles and slamming through the door of an old gas station-turned-BBQ joint, Sugar’s.

Pulling my phone out of my pocket as I climb out of the car, I start calling for back-up. Jay picks up at the office. 

“Hey, Jay, grab a couple of pressure washers and a few of the guys and get over here to the Millrose site. We’ve got a bunch of drainage issues to correct and some clean-up to do. The woman across the way is, well, angry is an understatement.”

––––––––
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“CAN’T BLAME HER, MATT.” Jay stands smoking, watching a couple of apprentices cleaning the sidewalk. Another two guys pulled from a project across town are clearing residual mess from the street and ensuring the drains are fully open. Sandbags and silt socks have been laid along the property line to direct future rainwater and create a barrier between my multi-use project and the surrounding businesses and streets. Jay has called in more gravel to improve the work area surface.

“Oh, I don’t. Frankly, I’m embarrassed. That storm caught me off guard, but we should have planned for something like this, just in case. Too many irons in the fire, I guess. I’ll have to apologize when she’s not so busy.” 

He could see her rushing around inside one of the bays. Her seating area was cleaned now, the bright red picnic tables gleaming in the morning sun, wood smoke from the giant pit drifting up and spreading the tantalizing sweetness of BBQ.

“That smells good,” Jay says. “Maybe we should get the crew’s lunch there?  Maybe that will help ease the pain, given this was our fault and all.”

“You don’t look like much, Jay, but you’re a genius,” I chuckle. 

“I am,” Jay nods. “I’ll gather the other guys, and we’ll place a big order.”

––––––––
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AFTER I WALK THE SITE, I see the lunch crowd gathering over at Sugar’s. My guys, some other tradesmen, and a few people in various types of business dress are waiting for her to start serving. Meanwhile, cars and trucks pull in, parking along the nearby curbs. She’s pulling pans from the warming box at the back of the giant pit, then racing back to the building and pushing a cart holding pans of beans and a giant bowl of coleslaw in an ice bath. The smell alone is making my stomach growl. She, on the other hand, is making my mouth water. Her energy is electric, her smile warm and genuine. She chats while organizing everything, smoothly beginning the lunch rush orders. 

I seem to draw the attention of a tall, dark-haired man nearby. “Yes, she does this by herself. For now.”  Something about him seems familiar, but I can’t place it.

He offers his hand in greeting. “Rory Davis.”

“Matt Latham.”

“That project yours?” He gestures over his shoulder.

“Yes. Mess this morning, but we took care of it.”

“So I heard.”

“How’s that?” 

He points at the woman. “Rainy called me. I’m her brother.”

“Ah. I see.” Now the resemblance makes sense. I nod at the BBQ pit. “Seems an odd choice, really.”

“My brother-in-law Dan started the business with catering a few years ago, right before their twins were born. When he passed, she kept it going. Decided to try for a brick-and-mortar set-up and moved it all out here.” His eyes sweep my project and some of the surrounding empty lots, “It doesn’t look like much now, but as you seem to believe, too, this area is going to make a comeback. Rich folks buying real estate, new construction like yours. Companies moving in. She’s a smart one.”

I nod. I don’t doubt it. She’s a powerhouse of energy, smiling at each person as she takes their order, directing them to a table or wrapping their food to go and expertly keeping the line moving. She wipes perspiration from her face and looks cheerful while doing it. She’s glowing. Gorgeous. I wonder if her hair smells like hickory smoke. This woman is something. I can’t remember the last time a woman caught my attention so immediately. So solidly. I like it. 

Jay waves me over, and I stage my lunch at one of the red tables so I can keep watching her.
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I can’t believe he pulled it off. Handsome. Looks good in that suit. I can feel his eyes on me as I rush through these customer orders. I am so tired today, and it’s only Wednesday. I’ve got to get some sleep tonight. I’m almost sold out. Then I can start working toward the elusive goal of an evening with a slow shower and a glass of wine after the kids go down. Some quiet. Maybe some porch time.

I glance at the garage, reminding myself how far I’ve come. How beautiful it’s going to look with a big, fancy neon sign and the garage doors shiny with new paint, rolled up in the evenings when I can afford staff and host a live band or two. It’s going to be good. Everything we wanted. I’m going to see this through. If I can get that shower and a few minutes with my feet up.

I force myself to smile again and notice the line is down to a trickle. Just a little longer.
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Rory is watching me over the bun of his sandwich. “She’s gonna say she’s not interested.”

I almost choke on my beans. “What?”

“She’s going to say she’s not interested,” he raises his eyebrows. “Dan’s been gone three years come August. She’s still mourning him. Don’t get your hopes up.”

I stare at my plate for a minute. “That obvious, huh?”

“I may be her twin brother, but I’m not blind. The way people look at her.”

I look at Rory, noticing he shares his sister’s cat-like eyes. “I hear you.” Rory quirks an eyebrow at me. “I promise. I’ll be careful.” I finish my sandwich and wish I had another. “Can I ask you how he died?”

Rory takes a minute to answer. “You get to know her, and you can ask her yourself.”

“Good enough.” We finish our meals in companionable silence.

“You know,” drawls Rory, “I’ve managed construction sites for years. If you are interested, I could consult on some of the issues you’re dealing with.”

“Tell me what you see.”

We head across the street to the site before the lunch rush ends. All I can do is catch her eye, but I feel a little jolt at her quick smile. 

Rory turns out to be knowledgeable and I tell him I’m going to go back to my hotel to get some admin work out of the way. We exchange info and agree
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