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        Wednesday, June 23

      

      

      Mackenzie Wingrove woke up already negotiating with her body.

      She didn’t have the luxury of pretending she could take a morning off. Not today. Not when she had an interview that could reset her life if she got it right.

      The alarm buzzed again on the nightstand, and she slammed her hand down on it, cutting off the noise before it could rattle her nerves any further. She sat up slowly and waited, hands braced on the mattress, until the first wave passed.

      Pain had its own rhythm, and she’d learned the hard way that if she moved too fast, she paid for it all day. Her residual limb throbbed at the ridge where the socket liked to bite, hot and pulsing. She rubbed her thigh as if she could convince her body to calm down through sheer authority.

      Yesterday had been a bad decision. She’d known it at the time.

      She’d pushed herself because she’d needed to feel in control of something. The workout had been about nerves—about burning off the restless energy that always showed up when life was about to change. The memories of the switchback didn’t burn off. They never did. Now her leg was making her pay with a steady, punishing throb.

      She glanced at the clock. 6:17. She did the math automatically, because her brain loved numbers as much as she loved people, and came up short on time. The interview was at 8:30 across town. She needed to leave by 7:45 to be safe, and safe had been her motto for the past two and a half years.

      She swung her legs over the side of the bed and sat there for a beat, breathing through the pulse in her residual limb. Her crutches waited where she always left them, angled against the nightstand. Grabbing them, she planted the tips on the hardwood and stood with practiced care. The floor was cool under her bare foot as she moved toward the bathroom, refusing to rush even when the clock told her to.

      She’d bought the condo for the bathroom—wide and bright—and she’d set it up the way she needed, with a sturdy stool by the vanity and a small bench in the walk-in shower, because she’d had enough falls to last a lifetime.

      She flicked on the light and stared at her reflection. Her eyes went where they always did first—to the scar bisecting her left eyebrow. It wasn’t huge. It was just a constant reminder.

      Then, because she was only wearing a T-shirt, she lifted her arms. A long, uneven scar ran from near her wrist toward her elbow, not a neat line so much as a jagged seam on her left forearm. A second, shorter scar lay on the outer edge, where her skin had been flayed open like a piece of chicken and stitched closed again—raised, shiny, and ugly.

      And, as if that wasn’t enough, her right arm was just as bad. A thick scar ran along the back of her upper arm, long enough that no matter the length of the sleeves on a T-shirt, it always showed.

      Even after two and a half years, Mac sometimes expected to wake up with two full legs and pristine skin. She dropped her arms and exhaled slowly.

      Except for the scars, she looked fine. Her curls escaped in stubborn spirals around her temples from where she’d pinned her hair up after last night’s shower, but she looked fine. That was the point. Every day she did her best to make sure she always looked fine, like nothing was ever wrong. Fine had become her motto.

      Her prosthetic supplies were lined up on the counter with the same order she used for quarterly reports. Liner. Sock ply. Wipes. Skin barrier. And extra bandages, because she was no longer new at this.

      She sat on the stool and leaned forward, reaching for the gel liner. She rolled it on methodically—inside out at the end, then up in slow inches until it hugged her skin without a single crease. She ran her fingertips around the rim, smoothing again because one wrinkle became one blister, and one blister became a problem she couldn’t afford.

      The spot along the front was always the first to complain. Most days it was only a dull sensitivity she could ignore. Today it was tender, warm, and irritated, right where the socket hit hardest when she pushed too far. The skin wasn’t broken, but it was angry. She pulled on a thin sock anyway, and told herself she was fine because she didn’t have another plan. The socket slid on in a practiced alignment she could do by feel. When the pin found the lock at the bottom, it clicked—quiet but definite—then clicked again as she settled her weight and made sure she was fully seated. She stood and tested it, just a small shift, a small lift, the check she always did before she trusted her body with a full step.

      Her interview suit hung on the closet door, ready. She’d chosen navy because it said competent without trying too hard, and trousers to avoid questions. The jacket and long-sleeve button-up would cover everything else. She needed them to see a woman with authority, not a woman with something missing.

      She dressed quickly and then went back for the details, smoothing and shaping until her hair looked professional instead of misshapen bedhead. Then her makeup, but not too much. Professional competence wasn’t just experience and a personality trait, it was also a performance.

      Her portfolio sat on the dresser, a slim black leather folder with a copy of her resume and her notes inside. She’d researched Akerman Contracting and she was ready to impress them. She wanted a place where she could be valued for what she could do, not what had been taken from her, and she knew Akerman was that place.

      Her phone buzzed on the dresser. She glanced at it, seeing her alarm with a reminder, and felt her stomach drop. She’d lost twenty minutes somewhere between pain and routine and staring too long at herself, and now the margin she’d built into the morning was gone.

      “Of course,” she muttered, and snatched up her phone, grabbed her keys, shoulder bag, and portfolio.

      She moved fast enough that her balance wavered once, and she corrected it with a practiced shift of weight that would look smooth to anyone watching. Nobody was watching, but that didn’t matter. She didn’t let herself stumble even alone.

      Her elbow brushed the narrow bookshelf by the bedroom door as she turned, and something wobbled. There was a split second of resistance, the tiny pause before gravity made its decision, and then the frame tipped.

      Mac lunged without thinking. Her reflexes were sharp, but her hand missed by an inch. The frame hit the hardwood floor with a sound that made her flinch—glass cracking, wood splintering with the ugly finality of something breaking.

      She froze in the doorway and looked down. The photo lay facedown, the cheap frame snapped at one corner, the backing half detached, and shards of glass spread in a glittering fan across the floor.

      Mac’s throat tightened. Not because it was a frame, but because she knew what was on the other side of it.

      She crouched slowly, careful with her balance, and lifted the picture by the edges. When she turned it over, there he was. Smiling like the world had never once disappointed him. His arm was around her waist, pulling her close, and her face turned toward him, eyes bright, mouth open mid-laugh. They looked happy. They looked like the kind of couple strangers smiled at because they assumed the next step was forever.

      Mac stared until her vision blurred.

      She had kept that picture for one reason and one reason only: proof. Proof for his mother, who still came by sometimes with casseroles Mac didn’t need and memories she didn’t ask for. Proof for the world that she hadn’t erased him. Proof for the lie she’d chosen because the truth felt like dishonoring the man everyone thought they knew.

      She set the frame on the dresser with hands that were steadier than she felt and looked down at the shards scattered on the floor. She should tell the truth and throw the photo away. Instead, she grabbed paper towels from the bathroom and knelt, picking up glass piece by piece. One shard sliced her fingertip. A thin sting bloomed into a line of red.

      “Perfect,” she whispered.

      She rinsed the cut under cold water, slapped on a bandage, and cleaned up the mess. Then she checked her reflection again, made sure the blazer lay smooth, tucked a loose curl back into place, and forced her face into calm.

      Her leg throbbed as if telling her to stay home, but she opened her condo door and left. Mac took the stairs because she hated waiting for elevators, and by the time she reached her car, the pain had shifted from a throb to a sharper, more insistent ache. It wasn’t unmanageable. It was just there, a steady reminder that her body kept score.

      Blue Mountain, Colorado had its share of construction, especially in the summer months, but traffic was merciful for once. At a red light, she flexed her fingers and felt the bandage tug over the cut. Another small flaw she’d have to hide. Her mind kept circling back to the photo and the way it had shattered so easily, as if the universe had reached into her morning and reminded her that no matter how controlled she was, some things broke anyway.

      By the time she reached Akerman Contracting, the pain in her leg had settled into a steady burn.

      The converted house sat back from the street, all porch and pillars and warm windows that made it look more like someone’s home than a company that ran major projects. A low stone sign near the walkway announced Akerman Contracting, with front steps leading to the porch. They looked sturdy enough. The only parking up front was the street, so Mac eased in at the curb.

      She cut the engine and sat there a beat longer than she meant to, both hands resting on the steering wheel, as she stared at the entrance. She could do this. She had done harder things than convince people she was the right choice.

      Mac grabbed her portfolio and her bag, stepped out into the sun, and adjusted the strap on her shoulder. The air smelled like cut grass and the sky was that clear June blue that made anything feel possible. She walked toward the front steps with the kind of controlled, smooth stride she’d practiced until it had become automatic. She never knew who could be watching.

      The stairs were wide and the perfect depth. Mac lifted her left foot for the first step.

      Her prosthetic toe caught.

      It was the smallest snag, barely more than a brush, but her balance was already off, pain making her compensations slower. Mac pitched forward. She tried to correct, to shift her weight back, but the timing was wrong. Her knee didn’t respond fast enough. The world tilted, and she went down.

      It wasn’t dramatic. It was a slow, humiliating collapse at the entrance where anyone inside could see her. The strap of her bag slid off her shoulder into her portfolio, sending it skidding down the path. Her palms hit wood, sending pain shooting up her arms. The prosthetic socket jarred against the tender spot and sent a sharp bolt through her that made her vision blur.

      Mac sucked in a breath through her teeth and stayed still for a heartbeat with her face turned toward the ground. Don’t panic. Don’t cry. Don’t move too fast. Her cheeks burned and heat crawled up her neck, spreading like a rash.

      The front door opened, followed by footsteps, quick and purposeful. A shadow fell across the steps.

      Mac forced herself to lift her head.

      A man crouched beside her, close enough that she caught the clean scent of him—soap, maybe cologne, something subtle. His hair was dark and slightly mussed, like he’d run a hand through it too many times. He wore a charcoal dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up and no tie. His forearms were muscular and tanned, lightly dusted with hair. Mac didn’t know what it was, but there was just something about strong forearms on a guy that could make her swoon.

      His face wasn’t just handsome. It was the kind of handsome that made her instantly furious because she was on her hands and knees, trying not to cry. His brows pulled together, concern sharp in his expression, but there was no pity. Just immediate attention, like his brain had registered a problem and moved straight to a solution.

      “Hey.” His voice was low, steady. “Don’t move too quickly.”

      Mac’s pride flared on instinct. Of course he’d tell her not to move. Of course he’d…

      Her leg pulsed again, hard enough to make her swallow down a sound.

      “I’m fine,” she managed, and hated how strained it came out.

      He didn’t argue. Mac pushed herself up on one palm, winced when the scrape on her skin stung, and tried to pretend she hadn’t just face planted on the company’s front steps. The man’s gaze flicked to her palms and then to her face, like he’d clocked the injury and decided not to make it a thing.

      “Can you sit up?” he asked.

      Mac nodded once because she didn’t trust her voice. She shifted carefully, bringing her good leg under her and adjusting her prosthetic side with deliberate slowness. The socket pressed into the tender spot and pain flared hot and sharp. She bit the inside of her cheek hard enough to taste blood, determined to give him nothing.

      If he knew she was hurting, he didn’t comment on it, and the restraint made her want to scream and thank him in the same breath.

      He picked up her bag and portfolio and held them out to her. His hand was warm against hers. Callused. Not rough, but lived-in. Her breath hitched before she could stop it, and she hated herself for that too.

      A voice from inside the building carried through the open door, bright with alarm. “Oh my gosh—Dane, is she okay? You must be Mackenzie. Are you okay?”

      Mac’s brain snagged on the name.

      Dane. The man beside her shifted slightly, angling his body between her and the doorway like he was blocking the view on instinct. “She’s fine,” he called over his shoulder, calm. “Just tripped.”

      Mac’s stomach dropped in a different way as the last piece clicked into place.

      Dane. As in Dane Akerman. She’d read about the Akerman brothers. Of course she did because she was there for an interview to work for them. Figures the first person to see her sprawled on their front steps would be one of them.

      Heat flooded her face. She could almost feel the impression she was making calcify in real time: clumsy, flustered, unsteady. Not the first impression she’d planned. Not even close.

      Dane turned back to her, and up close his eyes were a dark brown that looked almost black in the shadow of the entrance. His expression softened a fraction as he offered his hand, palm up, steady. “Let me help you up.”

      Mac stared at his hand and wanted to refuse. She didn’t need help. She’d built an entire life on not needing help. She had learned how to carry groceries and open doors and navigate stairs and survive pain without letting anyone see the cracks. She had earned every ounce of independence she had, and she didn’t hand it over lightly.

      But she also didn’t need one of the partners of the company to think she couldn’t accept help. Besides, her leg throbbed and her palms stung. Her pride was bruised and she was bleeding in public. She needed to get inside and earn that job like she hadn’t just introduced herself as a disaster on their front steps.

      Mac lifted her chin, forced her expression into something controlled, and reached for him.

      Dane’s fingers closed around hers, firm and sure, and the heat that shot up her arm was immediate. She told herself it was adrenaline, and tried to ignore the way his grip steadied more than her balance as she let him pull her to her feet.
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      Her hand was smaller than his, but her grip wasn’t tentative.

      Dane closed his fingers around hers and lifted with steady pressure, giving her time to find her balance without pulling her into him. She came up in one controlled motion, squaring her shoulders as soon as she was upright, and finally looked him in the eyes. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” Reluctantly, he let go of her hand and gestured to the front door. “Shall we?”

      He registered details about her. Auburn curls that had come loose at her temples. The navy blazer and pressed slacks. The pale line of a scar bisecting one eyebrow, adding a hint of history. Her eyes, the most stunning blue-green he’d ever seen.

      Giving himself an internal shake, he pulled his head out of the clouds. “Are you hurt?”

      “I’m fine,” she repeated, like it was her go-to line.

      Her palms were scraped, but she curled her fists around her bag and portfolio as if that would heal them. Or perhaps stop him from fussing.

      Linda had called the woman Mackenzie, guessing she was their interviewee this morning. As Dane followed Mackenzie up the final stair onto the front porch and into the foyer, Denise and Linda stepped back. “Denise, could you⁠—”

      Mackenzie lifted her hands quickly, palms out. “It’s just a scrape.”

      Denise glanced between them as if she was waiting to see who would win.

      Meeting Mac’s gaze, Dane lifted his chin to the woman beside them. “This is Linda Wallis, our VP of Finance and HR, and beside you with the first aid kit is Denise Leach, our office manager. Please let her clean your hands. We take even small injuries seriously, and I want to make sure you’re okay before we continue.”

      Mac’s mouth tightened, then eased by a fraction, before she nodded. Denise ushered her over to a chair and worked fast and quiet.

      Not wanting to hover, Dane crossed to the coffee station. He checked the pot and then started a fresh one.

      “There,” Denise said behind him. “All done.”

      “Thank you,” Mac said.

      When Dane turned around, he caught the way her shoulders loosened a fraction once Denise stepped back.

      Linda’s eyes flicked to Dane before settling on Mac. “We’re going to the conference room. This way.”

      He and Linda had already held eight interviews to find the right person to replace her and so far, no one had come close to being what they needed. Mackenzie was the last interview scheduled, so if she wasn’t a fit, they’d have to start their search again. Linda was ready to retire and if they didn’t find someone soon, they’d be in a world of hurt.

      Linda motioned to the chair opposite her and Dane, and Mac sat.

      Taking the seat next to Linda, Dane sat and opened the folder already on the table in front of him. Across the table, Mackenzie set her portfolio down neatly and rested her hands beside it, the gauze on her palm stark against the navy of her suit.

      Up close, the scar through her eyebrow was more obvious—thin and pale, cutting clean through the dark line of hair. Her auburn curls had come loose at her temples, but she’d already pulled herself back into control. She was a striking woman, and he hoped she was as competent as she appeared.

      Dane glanced at the top page, then smiled. “Just to make sure, we’ve got the correct resume… you are Mackenzie Wingrove?”

      Her laugh was light. “Yes, that’s me, and please, call me Mac.”

      “Mac.” He nodded once. “You still okay?”

      “Yes.” She didn’t add anything else, like she didn’t want the porch incident to take another second of her time.

      “Good.” Dane tipped his chin toward Linda. “For context, I’m Dane Akerman, VP of Technology. Linda Wallis is our VP of Finance and HR. We’re hiring for her position, and I sit in on all interviews for key roles in the company.”

      Mac nodded.

      Dane looked back to his notes. “You’ve done corporate finance, operational finance, and you’ve held HR responsibilities. Tell me what you think this role actually is.”

      Mac didn’t glance at her notes. She met his gaze and answered right away. “It’s two jobs that aren’t always put together, because they take different mindsets,” she said. “One job is money. Cash flow, forecasting, reporting, job costing, compliance, and making sure you don’t wake up one morning and realize you’re profitable on paper and broke in real life.”

      Dane’s mouth twitched. “And the other?”

      “People,” Mac said. “Hiring, performance, policies, and the HR systems that hold when projects run behind and pressure goes up.” She paused for half a beat, watching him. “Someone who can say no to you.”

      Dane laughed. “Do you think I’m hard to say no to?”

      “I think you’re used to being listened to,” she said. “That’s not the same thing.”

      There it was. Competence without politeness wrapped around it. She wasn’t trying to win him with charm. She was trying to show him she could stand up to whatever came her way without flinching.

      He and Linda went back and forth asking Mac about her previous roles, about layoffs, about budgets and how she handled conflict between finance and operations. Mac answered with specifics—real examples, numbers she could recall without checking notes, and explained decisions without apologizing for them. He liked her and he had a feeling she would fit in at Akerman, especially with the gruff project managers.

      When he pushed, she pushed back. Not defensive, just clear.

      “How do you handle a project manager who refuses to submit paperwork on time?” Dane asked.

      Mac didn’t smile, but amusement flickered in her eyes. “I don’t start with lecturing. I start by figuring out what it costs the company when they’re late.”

      “And then?”

      “Then I show them the cost,” she said. “Not with a speech, but in a way that connects to their world. If they care about schedule, I show them where the schedule breaks. If they care about crew morale, I show them how late paperwork affects payroll and how that affects trust.” She held his gaze. “And if they still won’t do it, I don’t keep begging. I build a process they can live with or I replace them.”

      Dane blinked once. “You’d replace a project manager?”

      “If the job requires paperwork and they refuse, yes,” she said. “I don’t say that lightly. But I won’t let one person’s ego become a company’s habit.”

      There was something in that that made Dane’s attention lock in.

      This was the kind of attitude and process they’d been missing. If one project manager decided the paperwork could wait, it turned into a chain of follow-ups that pulled people off real work. Linda had put processes in place, and she could hold her ground when she had to, but not in the way Mac was suggesting. The real problem was volume and distance—too many jobs, too many moving parts, and too many chances for someone in the field to decide the office could wait. Even a good process needed backup sometimes, and Dane hated how often that backup was him or one of his brothers.

      Mac wasn’t promising magic. She was talking about making the cost obvious, building a workflow people could follow, and using consequences before “later” turned into a habit. That didn’t eliminate enforcement, but it meant less of it would land on Blake, Jake, or any of the other execs.

      That was what they needed from the next VP of Finance and HR—someone who could hold the line without dragging the executives into it every time. Mac didn’t talk like she planned to nag. She talked like she planned to set a standard and make it stick.

      Relief stirred in Dane. Mac sounded like she could hold the line, even as the company continued to grow.

      He and Linda shifted to HR questions. Mac answered each one better than any other candidate they’d interviewed. Finally, he asked her, “Why Akerman?”

      Her answer was smooth, like she’d rehearsed it and still meant it. “You build things. That takes real systems, and it takes people who can do their jobs without chaos.” She paused. “And you’re not so big that I’d disappear into the layers.”

      Dane kept his face neutral, but he felt the shift anyway. He wanted her here.

      They moved through the final questions with an ease that surprised him.

      The end of the interview brought relief. Not because he wanted to be rid of Mac, but because he wanted to get the process over with and hire her. Also because he couldn’t keep his eyes off her. She pulled at him in a way no one had in a long time. He could feel his professionalism slipping in small ways—leaning forward too often, smiling too easily, noticing the way her eyes held his longer than necessary.

      He set his pen down. “I’m going to be direct. I want to hire you. I just need to speak with my brothers as this is a family run business.”

      Mac gave a small smile and nodded, like she’d already known the outcome was possible and she was too disciplined to celebrate in the room. “I’d accept,” she said, then she added, “with one caveat.”

      Dane’s stomach tightened. “Tell me.”

      “I can’t start immediately. I can’t give you a firm date, but I need a few weeks.”

      “How many?”

      “Four. Possibly five. My current team is in the middle of a large project and I’m not willing to leave them high and dry.”

      He couldn’t argue with that type of work ethic. He looked over at Linda and she nodded.

      Linda addressed Mac. “We knew it might take a while to find just the right person. I’m retiring, but I’ll stay on until a week after you start, so we can do a handover.”

      Mac smiled. “That’s gracious of you. Thank you.”

      He forced himself to keep his tone steady. “Once I’ve had a discussion with my brothers, Linda will send you a formal offer, then we can confirm your start date.”

      She stood. “Thank you.”

      He stood as well. When she offered her hand, he shook it, then made sure to check out her left hand when she gathered up her things. No ring. Not that she couldn’t be in a serious relationship.

      He and Linda walked her back to the front. Denise looked up like she was trying to read the outcome in their faces. Dane gave her a small nod and her smile brightened immediately.

      Dane opened the front door. Mac paused and glanced at the porch steps before turning back. He would have someone check them later, just to make sure her fall was bad luck and not from a hazard.

      She smiled. “I look forward to working with you.”

      Dane watched her walk out. She didn’t look back.

      When he shut the door and turned around, both Denise and Linda were staring at him.

      “So?” Denise raised her brows. “She’s the one?”

      “She is.”

      Denise grinned. “I knew it. Even with her falling, there was just something about her that felt like she’d fit.” She turned to Linda and Dane took that as his cue to leave.

      In his office, he sat at his desk and opened the calendar on his computer.

      He wasn’t looking for meetings.

      Instead, he was counting the days, because he was running out of them. Eight days since he had turned thirty. At most, four more days until his curse activated. Then, if he was lucky, he’d have three more months to keep his sanity, or possibly even live, depending on how the curse manifested in him.

      His family had lived through three curses so far, and each one had started within twelve days of their birthday.

      It was ridiculous to count the days. What he really should be doing was looking for the love of his life. If he didn’t find her and have her love him back, his family’s ancient curse could destroy him. Literally.

      He’d known about the curse for three years now, but falling in love isn’t as easy as it sounds. Actually, he should be madly in love and enjoying life right now. Instead, he’d been single for a month since his last girlfriend dumped him. Now his clock was ticking.

      He had been able to forget for an hour, sitting across from Mac and listening to her talk about what she loved about what she did. Now the calendar pulled him right back.

      He leaned back in his chair and stared at the grid. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and placed it face down beside his keyboard, as if it could keep quiet through sheer discipline. Since his girlfriend left, his brothers and sisters-in-law had been trying to fill his evenings and weekends with dates. Even a family of witches they’d met a few years ago had been setting him up.

      Three years ago, he hadn’t even known witches or curses were real.

      For the past year, ever since Taylor had come into his life, they thought he’d be the first to bypass the family curse. He’d cared about Taylor and he’d tried to make it work, hoping their love would grow.

      Then she’d said she wasn’t feeling it, like the relationship was a jacket she’d finally admitted didn’t fit. And within a week she’d taken a job in another city and was gone. He couldn’t blame her for choosing her life. He could blame himself for how quickly he was running out of options.

      He thought of Mac, and the pull he felt towards her. If timing were different, he could wait until she started working for them and see if a friendship could develop. After that—who knows—maybe more. But she wouldn’t be in the building for another five weeks, and five weeks might as well be a year. He didn’t even know if dating someone who worked for the company was smart, especially not someone stepping into an executive role. It would complicate everything, and the last thing he needed was more complication.

      His phone buzzed. He flipped it over and noticed five unread messages. The latest was from Ford, his younger brother, and he’d included his twin, Gage, in the text.

      Ford: Dinner Saturday night?

      Dane checked his calendar again to see what appointments he had lined up—two coffee dates in the afternoon—before responding.

      Then he clicked on the other text messages to see who was hooking him up with who and what other dates he could set up.

      He could be attracted to Mac and still do what he needed to do. He could keep dating, keep moving, and wait to see what the curse did.

      He didn’t have a better plan.
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        Friday, June 25

      

      

      Mac had made it to the end of the workday without any new emergencies popping up. She considered it a win.

      She shut down her computer, grabbed her phone off her desk, and stood carefully, giving her body the second it always demanded before she moved. The front edge of the socket had been digging in since lunch. It wasn’t anything critical or even unusual, just the everyday irritation from sitting too long and then doing too many short walks back and forth.

      She would just have to deal with it at home. Her plans were shower, dinner, and maybe read a book to ease into a relaxing weekend.

      Leaving her office and the faint smell of burnt coffee behind, she stepped outside into the late afternoon heat. The sun made her squint as she headed toward her car in a handicapped spot near the front of the building. When she’d first lost her leg, she’d contemplated not getting the disability parking pass because she was still in denial. She wanted to do everything she’d been able to do before, and that included walking across a parking lot, no matter how far the distance.

      Then she wizened up. She was still capable of many things. Still independent. But her life had changed. And there were days she was truly grateful for the pass because walking twenty feet felt like running a marathon.

      She dug her keys out of her bag, thumb already moving to the unlock button, when her phone rang.

      Opening the door, she tossed her bag inside and pulled out her phone.

      The screen read: Akerman Contracting.

      Taking a deep breath to tamp down her excitement, she answered. “Hello. Mac speaking.”

      “Hi, Mac. This is Linda from Akermans. I’m so sorry I wasn’t able to get back to you yesterday, and I hope I didn’t make you worry.” Linda’s voice was warm, and even through the phone it carried the calm authority of someone who had spent years herding adults. “Do you have a moment?”

      Mac lowered herself to the car seat, her legs still outside. “Yes. I’m just leaving work.”

      “Good. I won’t keep you long. Dane confirmed that he spoke with all the partners and we’d like to formally offer you the VP of Finance and HR position.”

      Mac didn’t move right away. She sat in the hot car for a beat, staring through the windshield as her thoughts stalled. Then it caught up. She’d been expecting the call, but now it was official—she got the job.

      She forced her voice into something steady. “Thank you. I—thank you.”

      Linda chuckled softly, like she was used to delayed reactions. “You interviewed well. Dane was… very clear about what he thought.”

      Dane. Just his name conjured an image of him. She pictured him as she’d last seen him—tall, sleeves rolled, his attention fixed on her as he asked the next question.

      Once more she had to clear her thoughts. “I’m glad.”

      “We talked start dates,” Linda continued. “You asked for four to five weeks. We can do that. We’ve agreed on August 2nd.”

      Mac’s free hand gripped the steering wheel like she needed something solid. “That works.”

      “I’ll stay on until August 6th so we have a week overlap. I want you set up properly, and I don’t want you walking into a mess.”

      Mac swallowed. She hadn’t realized how much she needed to hear that someone would actually hand her the job instead of throwing her into it and judging her for not reading their minds. “I appreciate that.”

      “You’ll get an email from me in the next ten minutes with the offer letter and onboarding paperwork,” Linda said. “Take the weekend. Read it. If you have questions, we’ll talk Monday. But I wanted you to hear it from me first.”

      Mac didn’t even try to stop the smile that pulled at her mouth. “Thank you, Linda.”

      “You’re welcome, dear. And Mac?”

      “Yes?”

      “I’m excited about you. I think you’ll be good for Akermans.”

      Mac stared at the windshield of her car until the glare blurred the line of the dashboard. Her voice came out quieter. “I won’t let you down.”

      “I don’t think you will.” Linda paused. “Drive safe.”

      “I will.”

      Mac ended the call and sat there a beat too long with her phone still in her hand, the screen gone dark.

      She didn’t know if she should laugh or cry tears of joy. Her current job was fine, but the company was too big, and she always felt like just another cog in an enormous wheel.

      She stared down at her phone and wished she could tell her parents the great news. Her parents had died when she’d been twenty-two, one after the other. Her mom from cancer and her dad six months later from a heart attack. As an only child, she’d been so close to them and still missed them every day.

      They would have been proud of her. She sent off a quick text to her best friend Allison, letting her know she got the job and she’d call later. Within seconds her friend responded with congratulations and what looked like twenty exclamation marks and confetti emojis.

      Mac laughed while she moved her bags to the passenger seat and pulled her legs into the car. Her hands hovered over the steering wheel. “I got it,” she shouted, then laughed again as she looked around to see if anyone had heard her.

      She started the engine and drove out of the lot, relief and pride filling her chest, knowing she could build a life that didn’t revolve around what had happened to her.

      Traffic was decent, the usual Friday stream of people escaping downtown. Mac kept her speed steady and her distance generous, because she didn’t do tailgating and she didn’t do chances. She’d learned what one second could cost.

      At the next red light, her mind drifted to Akerman Contracting. Not to the job, but to the house, as it had done many times over the last two days. To the front steps and Dane Akerman crouched beside her, close enough that she’d caught the clean scent of him and felt the heat of his hand around hers. She’d been too mortified to process it properly at the time. But once she’d nailed the interview and the adrenaline faded, the memory came back with inconvenient regularity.

      It had been a long time since a man’s attention had meant anything. Dane hadn’t looked at her like she was fragile or someone to pity. He’d looked at her like she was a person who had fallen and needed to get up, that was all. Although, he didn’t yet know about her leg.

      The car’s dashboard lit up with an incoming call. She glanced at the screen, expecting Linda with a follow-up.

      She smiled when she saw the name, though part of her immediately braced too. Debra Beaumont.

      Mac’s fingers tightened around the steering wheel for a fraction of a second before she tapped the answer button.

      “Hey Debra,” she said, and winced, her voice sounding too bright to her own ears. Hopefully Debra didn’t notice.

      “Oh, Mac. I’ve been trying you for two days.”

      Mac kept her eyes on the road as the usual guilt settled on her shoulders. “I’ve been busy. I’m sorry.”

      “You’re always busy.” There was a sigh on the other end, the kind that carried disappointment without saying the word. “I just… I miss you.”

      Mac’s grip tightened. “I know.”

      “I found some more of Henry’s things today,” Debra said. “I was cleaning the guest room closet and his old duffel bag was still on the top shelf. Do you remember that bag? The one he always took to the cabin?”

      Mac’s mouth went dry. She’d never forget anything about the cabin.

      His voice beside her in the passenger seat coming back from the cabin, casual at first, like he was discussing weather, and then not casual at all when he said they needed to talk.

      Her hands stayed steady on the wheel because she’d learned that if she let herself slide into that memory, she could forget everything good in her life. “Yes, I remember it.”

      “He must have forgotten it the last time he went. There’s a sweater in it,” Debra continued, and her voice broke on the last word. “The gray one. It doesn’t smell like him anymore.”

      Mac stared at the car in front of her, at the brake lights flickering as traffic slowed. Her right foot pressed the pedal and then eased off again. “I guess not.”

      “I thought maybe you’d
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