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I knew nothing but shadows and I thought them to be real.

—OSCAR WILDE, The Picture of Dorian Gray
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Collins
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There were three things that I could see out of my car’s windshield, and all of them were ominous: a sharp and jagged mountain range with one point taller than all of the rest, a gray sky with clouds that were undoubtedly full of rain, and a plume of black smoke that was a little too close for comfort.

How close? Coming out of the hood of my car close.

“C’mon, girl,” I whisper hopefully—giving my 2002 Camry a couple of slaps on the dash for good measure. My car was nowhere near the weirdest thing I’d spoken to. “Forty more miles. That’s it. You can do forty more miles.” Never mind that the forty more miles were steep, skinny, winding switchbacks that only had one destination: Sweetwater Peak, Wyoming.

Nestled in the shadow of the tallest peak in the Elk Spine mountain range, Sweetwater Peak was quiet, quirky, and quaint. It was also the last place I wanted to be.

As if my car could read my mind, she started to shake and sputter. Well, that’s not a good sign. “I get it,” I said. I didn’t really take great care of this car—I didn’t even remember the last time I drove it. For the past three years, it had been covered by a tarp in a storage unit in Meadowlark—about two hours south of Sweetwater Peak—which I got to by hitching a ride with a nice couple who were on my flight from Portland to Jackson. They were going to some guest ranch in the area for a week.

I liked having the freedom of having my car where I could get to it if I needed to . . . without coming all the way home, though. So a storage unit was a good solution.

Now that my car sounded and felt like it was going to give out at any moment, though, I regretted not taking my twin sister up on her offer to pick me up from the airport today.

But I needed some time to mentally prepare to see Clarke and my parents. I love my family—really, I do. I’m just a firm believer in the whole “distance makes the heart grow fonder” thing. I’ve never loved my family more than when I wasn’t living in the same town as them. Boundaries worked a hell of a lot better when there were thousands of miles between us.

I sighed loudly but not loud enough that I couldn’t hear the rattle that was unmistakably coming from my engine as the car started to slow—even though my foot was still firmly on the gas pedal. Shit.

At this point, I didn’t have a choice but to pull as far as I could onto the soft shoulder of the road. It wasn’t wide enough to fit a whole car, but if I went any farther, the Camry and I would be barrel-rolling down the mountain.

I got out of the car and slammed the door a little harder than I needed to before walking to the front of the hood. I knew a little bit about cars—like how to check my oil and change my own tire, but I didn’t even know where to start with the black smoke situation.

“Maybe this is a sign,” I muttered to no one in particular. If I had any company of the, um, specter variety, they hadn’t made themselves known yet, but it was only a matter of time as I got closer to Sweetwater Peak. “Maybe I should just hop in the car, throw it in neutral, and coast back down the mountain.”

Thunder boomed around me, and I felt its reverberation in my chest—like I was right next to the speakers at a concert.

I took a deep breath before I popped the hood and was promptly enveloped in the smoke. My lungs burned as it wrapped around me, and I started to cough as I stepped back and tried to fan it away.

I wasn’t clear of it until I was ten feet in front of my car, and even then, I spent an embarrassing amount of time with my hands on my knees hacking. “Can’t”—cough—“catch”—hack—“a fucking”—cough—“break. Can you, Collins?”

I pulled my phone out of my back pocket and looked at the top right corner. No service. Of course. There was a pocket of cellphone service in Sweetwater Peak, but it didn’t extend very far outward. The last hour of the drive was a dead zone.

There was a string of texts from Clarke on my screen—the last one was delivered an hour and a half ago.

LARS: Remember how you said you were going to be here before noon?

LARS: Weird that it’s almost five, and you’re still not here.

LARS: You’re not even here yet, and you’re already giving me premature gray hair.

LARS: Seriously, Collins. Where are you?

Well, there was no use in trying to text her back when I knew that text wouldn’t go anywhere until I was inside the town limits. I should’ve called her while I was driving—told her where I was, so she knew that she should come rescue me when something inevitably went wrong, and I wasn’t home when I said I was going to be.

Clarke was always saving me.

Something cold and wet hit my nose, and then my arm, and then the top of my head. Thunder clapped again, and like that was all the rain needed, it started to pour.

I didn’t make for the shelter of my car right away. Instead, I stood there with my eyes on the engine and let the rain soak me all the way through.

I’d already resigned myself to sleeping in my car as soon as the smoke started pouring out of the engine, so there was no need to rush into it. Tomorrow morning, someone would have to drive down from Sweetwater Peak for some reason. There was only one way in and one way out. They’d spot me, and then I’d be on my way home again. This was just a little hiccup.

I moved the bar that kept my hood up out of the way, and then I let the hood slam shut. I checked that the emergency brake was pulled all the way up before I crawled into my back seat—the pepper spray from my center console clutched in my grip—just in case.

Believe it or not, this is how I would prefer to be welcomed home. I loved a sunny day as much as the next person, but when I came to Sweetwater Peak, I always felt like I needed to do it under the cover of something—a storm like this was perfect. I hoped it lasted through tomorrow—then no one would be outside when I rolled through town or when I pulled my suitcases out of my trunk and dragged them to wherever Clarke had arranged for me to stay.

It probably would’ve been easier to stay with her or my parents—especially considering all of them thought I was coming home to help out with the family business. My parents owned Toades Antiques—the only antique store in Sweetwater Peak. They also owned the building that Toades, and several other local businesses, were in. Earlier this year, a developer came sniffing around and has been trying to get my parents to sell it all.

I don’t love Sweetwater Peak the way Clarke does, but I love the idea of my family’s livelihood being leveled and replaced by a gas station or a parking lot even less.

I’m also like . . . super out of money. I haven’t had a photography job in over a year—not since the incident. I’d been skating by on savings and the firm belief that things would work out. Unfortunately, they didn’t.

So here I am, with about $340, a junker of a car, and a bag of beef jerky to my name—running home to Mom and Dad. They just don’t know I’m running home. They think I’m selflessly coming to help, that I’ve got some time off and want to spend it in Sweetwater Peak.

And I’m going to let them believe that. Actually, I’m going to do everything I can to make sure they believe that.

I let my eyelids flutter closed as I listened to the rain hit my car. It was loud enough that it was easy to focus on. My mind didn’t wander, which was good because I knew exactly where it would wander to—Why aren’t they talking to me?

I shook that out of my head. Not now.

Instead, I tried to count the raindrops and the thunderclaps and the flashes of lightning that lightened the space behind my eyelids every once in a while. I was nearly ready to doze off when I heard a noise outside my car. I sank lower into the seat as I tried to look out the window to see if I could see anything, but there was too much rain and it was mostly dark. I didn’t get spooked very easily, but I had some sense of self-preservation, so when I felt my heartbeat move to my ears, I clutched at my pepper spray a little tighter.

I wrapped my fingers around the window crank and rolled it down a little to see if that helped my visibility as I moved the mechanism on the top of my pepper spray to “shoot,” with my other hand—knowing it would only work if its target was a living, breathing thing.

Breathe, Collins. It’s just this town playing tricks on your mind already.

The window was open wide enough that I felt the rain hitting me and then I saw it—a face. I didn’t have time to think before I let the pepper spray rip with a scream.

I knew it met its target when the face in front of me was covered with hands and let out a scream of its own. “Fuck!” it yelled. It sounded masculine; the pepper spray had been a good call.

“Oh my god, are you okay?” Another voice—this one feminine and . . . familiar.

I rolled my window down more and took in the sight in front of me. A man—a very tall man—on the ground with his hands over his eyes. And a woman who looked a lot like what I saw in the mirror every day.

“Clarke?” I called out to the woman behind him.

“Fucking hell, Collins,” she said as she crouched down. “Do you have a water bottle in there?”

Oh shit. Did I just pepper-spray Clarke’s boyfriend again or something? She hadn’t said anything about a boyfriend.

I grabbed a plastic water bottle out of the cupholder and scrambled out of the car. I kneeled on the other side of the man. “Open your eyes,” I said to him. “We have to flush it out.”

“No thanks, I’m good here,” he said, and I almost laughed.

“Brady,” Clarke said. “I’m really sorry my sister pepper-sprayed you, but believe it or not, this isn’t the first time this has happened. We’re pros.”

“I don’t know if I can open my eyes,” he said with a groan.

“Yes, you can, you big baby,” I said without thinking, and Clarke shot me a withering look.

The man—Brady—moved his hands off his eyes and looked up at me. His dark hair stuck to his forehead, and water moved down his face. I couldn’t see what color his eyes were in the dark—light. Maybe green or blue, but I could see that I’d done a number on them.

“Collins Cartwright,” Clarke said. “Meet Brady Cooper.”

Brady Cooper. That was familiar. Wait . . . was this the upholsterer? The one Clarke got me a temporary gig with? The one who said I could stay in his extra room?

I’d just maced the man that kept me from couch surfing at my sister’s or sleeping in our childhood bedroom at my parents.

“Charmed,” I said, and then poured the water into his eyes without warning.
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My eyes felt like someone had poured molten glass into them. I did my best to keep them open as Clarke drove my truck back to Sweetwater Peak. She had called me in a tornado of worry a few hours ago when her sister—Collins—hadn’t made it home yet. She was worried she was broken down on the side of the road somewhere, and it turned out she was right.

Normally, I wouldn’t really go out of my way to drive through a torrential downpour for someone I didn’t know, but Clarke and her family had been good to me since I moved to Sweetwater Peak. And, honestly, I’d heard enough about Collins that my curiosity was piqued. Was being the keyword there.

Now that I was fighting the urge to dig my eyeballs out of their sockets because that would be less painful, my curiosity was sufficiently squashed—I just wanted out of this truck.

Clarke was behind the wheel of my two-door Chevy pickup, and her sister was in the passenger seat, which meant that I was sandwiched between the two of them on the bench seat.

It also meant that I was stuck in the middle of their argument.

“Seriously, Collins,” Clarke said. “People break down on that road all the time. You should’ve called before your service dropped.”

“I forgot,” Collins said. Her voice was defensive.

Clarke scoffed. “I can’t believe you were just going to sleep in your car. Did you really think that none of us would be worried enough to come look for you?”

“What else was I supposed to do? Walk forty miles to Sweetwater in the rain?”

“No,” Clarke huffed. “You were supposed to know better in the first place.”

“I do know better,” Collins said. “I just decided not to execute on that knowledge.”

“Grow up,” Clarke sighed.

“Get a grip,” Collins shot back.

God, if my head didn’t already feel like it was going to explode, these two would really be giving me a killer migraine. I only had brothers, and right now, I was pretty grateful for that.

“Mom made lunch,” Clarke said, not missing a beat. “And then dinner while we were waiting for you.”

I felt Collins shrug. We were entirely too close together, and I was very aware of every touchpoint. “I love leftovers,” she said, and a smile tugged at the corners of my mouth. Their argument was like an Olympic table tennis match—both of them flinging their words back at each other before the other had a chance to think.

“And we’ve talked about the pepper-spray thing,” Clarke said, moving on. “You said that you weren’t going to shoot first and ask questions later anymore—not after last time.”

Last time?

“Okay, well, what would you do if some random man’s face showed up in your car window on a dark and stormy night? On Wyoming’s emptiest road?”

“You were coming home, Olly. You literally know every single person that would be on that road.”

“Not everyone,” Collins said, and I could feel her looking at me. Good point. “Safety first.”

Clarke let out an exasperated sigh and then went quiet. Thank god.

“I missed you, you idiot,” Clarke said after a few beats.

“I missed you, too,” Collins grumbled. “And I’m really sorry for pepper-spraying you,” she said to me. I would’ve looked at her, but it hurt to move my eyes. She sounded mostly sincere.

“It’s fine,” I muttered.

“She’s normally more behaved than this, Brady,” Clarke said apologetically.

“I’m not, actually.”

“Shut up, Collins. I’m trying to make sure you still have a place to stay, dumbass.” Right. I’d agreed to let Clarke’s sister stay in the spare half of my apartment. In lieu of rent, she was supposed to help me with some business stuff. Apparently, Collins didn’t like to stay with her family and liked to stay busy—according to her sister.

To me, it sounded like she needed a place to stay and a job, and didn’t want her family to know about it, but that was none of my business.

I had my own shit going on. I didn’t need to worry about anyone else’s.

“He was going to find out sooner or later that you’ve fed him a bunch of bullshit,” Collins said, and then stuck her hand in front of me, like she was trying to get me to shake it. “Collins Cartwright,” she said. “Fuckup extraordinaire and indiscriminate pepper-sprayer.”

I wasn’t going to take her hand anyway, but I didn’t have a chance to even try because the truck swerved, and my body crashed into Collins. I instinctively put my arm in front of her as Clarke tried to regain control of the truck as it hydroplaned. I felt us fishtail for a few seconds before we straightened out.

“Shit,” Clarke said as the truck came to a stop. “Sorry.”

I turned my face to Collins. My vision wasn’t great, but her hazel eyes were wide as she looked up at me. “You okay?” I asked.

“Y-yeah,” she breathed, and I felt it on my face. I watched her look down at my arm, which was still caging her in. “Thank you.”

I nodded, but I didn’t look away.

“Everyone all right?” Clarke asked.

Her voice sounded far away, but Collins’s was close when she said, “All good.”

“Twenty minutes to home,” Clarke said as I moved my arm and scooted back to my spot in the middle. My thigh was touching Collins’s thigh, but for some reason, I didn’t move it. I felt her tense when Clarke said “home.”

When the truck started moving again, I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the seat—counting down the minutes until I was out of this truck.
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I felt the other end of the couch cave a little bit as my sister sat down. “Made you breakfast,” Clarke said cheerfully.

I groaned.

“It’s like the middle of the night,” I said as I pulled the blanket she gave me last night over my face.

“It’s seven-thirty,” she said.

“Yeah, exactly,” I huffed. “I entered my REM cycle like twenty minutes ago.”

After last night’s debacle, Clarke and I thought it would be a good idea to give Brady a little more space before I invaded it. I did pepper-spray him, after all. So Clarke drove his truck back to his place, and we dropped it and him off there. His apartment was above his upholstery shop on Main Street—just a few minutes’ walk from Toades. My dad usually kept his truck in the back lot behind the shop since he was gone a lot of the time, which in this case was lucky for Clarke and me.

She drove us back to her house—a small two-bedroom Craftsman that was right outside the main part of town. Close enough that she walked when the weather was nice, but far enough that she didn’t feel too in the middle of things.

As if there were things to feel in the middle of in Sweetwater Peak.

“Seriously, Olly,” Clarke said as she pulled the blanket off me. “It’s Monday morning, and Brady is expecting you at nine.”

No time wasted, I guess.

“I don’t have any clothes,” I said. “Everything is still in my car.”

“I have clothes. And Dad went down to tow your car up.”

“Do I have to?” I whined.

“Yes,” Clarke said immediately. “Brady is nice. And you’re the one who wanted something to do while you’re here and didn’t want to stay with me.”

“You don’t want me to stay with you either,” I said, and gave my twin a pointed look.

She laughed lightly. “You’re right. I’ve picked up enough of your dirty clothes to last a lifetime.”

“You love me,” I said.

“Which is why I made you breakfast and picked out an outfit for you—sans color.”

“Fine,” I said. “But you have to tell me everything you know about Brady while I’m eating and getting ready.”

“I already told you most of it,” she said. “I wouldn’t let you live with just anyone.” I knew he hadn’t been in Sweetwater that long—maybe a year. He was an upholsterer here, but Clarke said he had a city job before that. Most people here didn’t take to outsiders very well, but Clarke said Brady fit in pretty seamlessly. He wasn’t overly social, but he didn’t cause any trouble. It sounded like the town sometimes forgot he existed, which stirred up some light green jealousy in my chest. I used to dream that I’d be able to stay away for long enough that by the time I came back no one would turn their head at the other Cartwright girl—that they would think there was just one of us, and it was Clarke. The good one.

I also knew that Clarke was being serious. She wouldn’t let me live with just anyone. If Brady was vetted by her, he was already leaps and bounds above every roommate I’d ever had. I shuddered a little when I thought about the one with the sugar gliders.

“And no flying rodents,” Clarke said, reading my mind. We did that.

“Okay, so why did he move to Sweetwater Peak?” People didn’t really move here—they either existed here forever or they left. The latter was rare.

Clarke shrugged. “Said he wanted a fresh start.”

“And are you two . . . ?”

Clarke pulled a face. “God, no, Collins. You know it is possible to be friends with someone without sleeping with them, right?”

“What about without thinking about sleeping with them?”

“Yes,” Clarke said, annoyed. “And you better not do either of those things either. He’s nice.”

“No hookups in Sweetwater,” I said. “You know my rule.”

“Right.” Clarke shook her head. “God forbid anything keeps you here.”

I smooched the top of her head as I stood. If I followed Clarke down the conversational path she was leading me, it would undoubtedly end in a fight. It always did. “You’re the only thing that could do that, Lars. What’s for breakfast?” I didn’t feel like arguing with her right now.

“Fruit—I’ve got peaches coming out of my ass, I swear—yogurt, scrambled eggs, and toast.”

“Ew, I don’t want your ass peaches,” I said, and Clarke rolled her eyes. We weren’t technically identical twins, but we looked like we could be. We had the same upturned nose and hazel eyes hooded by thick, dark eyebrows. Clarke kept her dark brown hair natural, but I preferred to dye mine darker—not all the way black, but as close as I could get. Hers was also long—down to her elbows, while I kept mine cropped at my collarbones.

I looked around her house as I walked from the living room couch to the kitchen. We had similar taste when it came to home décor, as we were both heavily influenced by growing up in an antique shop. We liked things that were old—things that came with a story, and we liked a lot of it all at once. Clarke had a place to keep all her stuff, though. I didn’t.

“Where’s Pearl?” I asked. Pearl was Clarke’s pride and joy. She was a ten-year-old mastiff that Clarke rescued a few years ago. Pearl was massive and lazy and perfect. I didn’t see her when we came in last night because she was probably already asleep in Clarke’s bed—not a great guard dog.

“Outside,” Clarke said as she followed behind me. “I installed a dog door a few months ago, so she comes and goes from the backyard as she pleases during the day while I’m gone.”

I grabbed two plates off the shelf next to the sink and handed one back to Clarke. She took it and dished up some food before trading me for the empty plate I was holding.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a small orb near Clarke’s front door. And so it begins. At least we were starting small. Ghosts had always appeared to us in a few different ways—small orbs and big ones. Sometimes they were more human-esque but still blurry; sometimes they were shaky and glitched like a hologram, and sometimes they were totally invisible, which meant I felt them instead of saw them. That didn’t happen very often, but when it did, it could be unnerving—like feeling for a light switch in the darkness. And even though you think you know where it is, you can’t quite get your finger on it.

Clarke and I were the only people that I knew who could do what we did, but movies and TV shows made me believe that there were more people out there who could do or see at least a version of the same thing. Even though a lot of things in film and media weren’t true to my experience with ghosts, the way they looked and appeared had a decent number of common denominators.

Clarke must’ve seen my eyes flash because she said: “She’s quiet. Doesn’t really talk and doesn’t like to be noticed, which works for me.”

I almost told my sister then about how the thing—our parents would call it a gift—that we shared wasn’t working for me anymore, how I was worried that I’d lost it forever and that I’d never recover.

How I felt like, for the past year, I’d been floating away from myself.

But I didn’t.

Instead, I swallowed and asked: “Do you know her name?”

Clarke shook her head. The spirit realm had way less rules than you’d think, but Clarke liked rules, so she made her own. And one of those was that she never talked to ghosts first. She waited for them to approach her.

Over the past year, I wondered more than once if Clarke would notice if her abilities went away. To me, it felt like she spent so much time ignoring them and turning down the volume so low that she probably wouldn’t notice if the mute button got pushed. I could tune things out if I really wanted to, but I generally didn’t. If I did, I preferred to keep things at a low buzz—like white noise. It kept me comfortable—no matter where I was. Now that it was silent, everything was just . . . a void, and I had nothing to fill it with.

“She’s probably a Hofstadt—the family that I bought the house from. She lingers around here every once in a while, but not too often.”

I nodded, letting the conversation end there. We sat at the kitchen counter and ate our breakfast together. Pearl came through the dog door at one point and lay at the feet of our stools.

“Do you want to swing by the shop on the way to Brady’s?” Clarke asked. “Mom and Dad are probably already there.”

I gave her a look, and she rolled her eyes. I don’t think she would ever pass up an opportunity to spend time with our parents, but we went through life differently. Clarke marched—feet on the ground with a clear direction—and I . . . floated, I guess.

“Dinner, then,” she said—more to herself than me. Dex and Joanie Cartwright are the two best people on the planet—living or dead. Followed closely by Boone Ryder and then Clarke Cartwright. And I love them. Sometimes, though, my parents are just . . . a lot.

They’re bright and bold and vivacious, and they think Clarke and I hung the moon. And maybe for them, we did. But the rope I used to hang it was weak and frayed and nearly ready to snap—which meant that very soon, I’d be dropping the moon directly on their heads.

And then they’d push it off and go, “That’s okay, peanut, you didn’t mean to.” That’s what they call both Clarke and me—peanut—because there’s usually two of them in a shell. Just like us.

Even when I do shit like this—when I avoid them for long periods of time or when I don’t return their calls or texts until Clarke steps in, they don’t get mad or upset. They just say, “Collins has always done things her own way,” and they never hold it against me.

Anyway, the point is that my parents are great and, most of the time, I don’t measure up. Or I lie to make all of us think that I do.

There was a point in time where I didn’t have to lie—when the jobs were rolling in, when the photo story was published in Blue Sky Geographic and then went worldwide. The national photography award, and all the slightly smaller ones that came after it.

But that was a well that ran dry over a year ago. They didn’t know about that, though. As far as they knew, everything was fucking peachy.

I watched Clarke douse her eggs in hot sauce before she pushed the bottle over to me to do the same. I scooped some eggs onto my toast, took a bite, and let it go quiet.

The outfit Clarke picked out was surprisingly good, despite our different taste. She liked a lot of color—powder blue, light green, some deep reds every now and then. Red looked great with her features. I generally wore a lot of black or brown—a product of my profession, I guess. Darker colors let me fade into the background, like camouflage. It helped me move stealthily through life while holding my camera—capturing places and moments as they were meant to be seen—naturally, not staged. So I felt totally comfortable in Clarke’s black trousers and sleeveless mock-neck top.

The Doors filled the cab of my dad’s truck as Clarke drove us into town. It was still drizzling a little, but nothing compared to yesterday.

Out the passenger-side window, Sweetwater Peak looked the same way it always did—rain or shine, winter or summer, fall or spring: mostly quaint, but if you stared too long, a little . . . eerie. I don’t think anyone would notice it at first look—that half the charming storefronts were abandoned, that the pavilion in the town square was in disrepair, or how the west corner of town never totally came out of the shadows because of its position underneath the mountain.

Sweetwater Peak is a town built on chipped paint and cigarette butts and things that go bump in the night. It’s also fluffy white clouds and saltwater taffy and mountain breezes.

And I love it.

I also hate it. It’s complicated. It’s simple. I don’t really know how to explain it. It’s just . . . Sweetwater Peak.

Clarke brought the truck to a stop in front of what I assumed was Brady’s. It was a two-story storefront. The second story was an apartment. I’d known it existed but had never been in it before. That was about to change.

“Do you want me to come in with you?” Clarke asked without cutting the engine—a sign that she wanted to come in with me as much as I wanted her to, which was not at all.

I lolled my head to the side to look at her. “I’ll survive,” I said. “Do you think his eyes are still fucked?”

“Probably,” Clarke said with a laugh. When we were juniors in high school, Clarke tried to sneak a boy—Brendan Ridgeway—in through the basement window. They had their wires crossed about the time he was supposed to show up, and I was still watching television in the basement. I heard the window creak open, and when I looked up and saw half of someone’s body through it—not a faded, ghost body but a living, substantial one—I freaked. Live humans were way scarier than dead ones—at least as far as ghosts went. I haven’t had any experience with zombies—the other variety of dead human.

My dad had gotten both of us pepper spray for each of our keychains for the car we shared. Mine was in my backpack right next to me, so, just like last night, I sprayed first and asked questions later.

Whoops.

“I never learn.” I shrugged.

“I’ll come by at lunch—bring you some of Mom’s leftovers from yesterday,” Clarke said. “And we’ll probably have dinner at the shop tonight.”

Shop dinners—a Cartwright family classic.

“Sounds good.” I took a deep breath and pushed the passenger door open. “Thank you, Clarke. I love you.” For better or worse, my sister was my other half. She was my rock, even if I wasn’t hers. Maybe I was her wind—something that blew in and out as it pleased and made messes. But every once in a while, maybe I pushed something in the right direction. Or perhaps that was just wishful thinking.

Clarke reached across the bench seat and squeezed my hand for a second before I got out. I didn’t have a doubt in my mind that Clarke knew something was off with me. We were like that.

“Love you.”

When Clarke pulled away, I looked at my watch—the same skinny silver vintage one I’d been wearing since I was sixteen. Eight-fifty-five. Of course my sister would get me here five minutes early. I, however, preferred to be right on time.

I thought about walking around the block—twice, probably—but decided not to. Thinking about it got me to eight-fifty-six, at least.

I couldn’t see through the windows on Brady’s shop with the way the sun was shining on them, but Coop’s Upholstery was painted on both of them in large, vintage letters. Cute.

The paint around the windows, on the other hand, was chipped and flaky. The sealant at the edges was blistered and cracked, and the actual glass was the slightest bit warped—probably from years of extreme weather.

This storefront used to be a bait and fly shop, but that was way before I was born. It has also been a saddle shop and a travel agent—that one didn’t last very long. The last time I had been home, it was abandoned—like half of the street was. The things that stood the test of time were the saltwater taffy place, a cobbler, a few places to eat, two other bait shops, a mercantile, and a tailor. An upholstery shop would probably work here—I didn’t know for sure, though. I had to go inside first.

I looked down at my watch again. Eight-fifty-nine.

Well, now felt like as good a time as any. I reached out and pulled the door open. Before I even stepped over the threshold, I could smell leather and new fabric.

The space was open. There were a lot of workbenches near the back with piles of fabric on them and both a love seat and a couch elevated on platforms. It looked like both of them were still in process. It was bright, too—the light from the windows reached all the way to the back of the store.

“Hey.” I heard a man’s voice coming from my left. Brady was coming down the stairs that I assumed went to the apartment. “Right on time.” He looked different in the day, but that was probably just because I could actually see him. His hair was dark. It was longer than I thought, too—tucked behind his ears. He looked like he spent a lot of time in the sun.

I was right about his eyes, though. They were light. Blue. And red—irritated, still. That tugged at my sternum a little. I felt . . . guilty, kind of. I am no stranger to guilt, so it’s easily identifiable, but I was a stranger to feeling bad for a man—men in general, honestly. Especially for something I did to them. Normally, I wouldn’t think twice about it.

Brady is good-looking. And I don’t mean that in any sort of way. Just that he’s good-looking enough for me to notice. I fought the urge to straighten my necklace or my shirt or untuck my hair from behind my ears. It’s not like I cared if he thought I was good-looking too.

“Good morning,” I said, and reached my hand out—trying to remember professional courtesy or whatever. This was my boss, after all. “I’m, um, really sorry again, about last night.”

Brady visibly flinched, and I felt the guilt tug at me again. “Don’t worry about it,” he said, and then took my hand in a firm handshake. I could feel the calluses on his palms.

“Um, are your eyes okay?” Why did it feel like I was blushing? I didn’t blush. I wasn’t a blusher.

“Fine,” he said, and gave me a tilted smile. Well, shit. Apparently, I was a blusher. “Flushed ’em good, consulted Dr. Google, and all is well.”

“I’ve never been very good at first impressions,” I said. I realized I was still shaking his hand. It was too late to pull it back without it being weird, but continuing to shake it was also weird. I decided the lesser of the two evils was to just let this roll on. “But I think that one might take the cake.”

Brady huffed a laugh. “Well, we can try again. Brady Cooper,” he said with that same tilted smile. “Nice to meet you.”

“Collins Cartwright.” I smiled back against my better judgment.

“Fuckup extraordinaire,” he responded. His eyes were probably pretty when they weren’t tomato red. “I remember.”

I nodded, and decided now was a good time to pull my hand out of his. When I did, Brady looked down like he didn’t realize they were still linked, but he recovered quickly and slipped his hand back into the pocket of his jeans.

“So, you ready to get started?” he asked.
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It wasn’t creepy to stare at her if she was lurking outside my shop like a weirdo. I didn’t get a chance to look at her last night, but now I know she probably would’ve blinded me either way. I don’t know which one I would’ve preferred.

Every time I heard about her so far, I imagined she looked like Clarke because they were twins, but Collins was entirely her own. Her dark hair was cropped pretty short, and she had it tucked behind her ears. Both of her arms were covered in tattoos—all black ink, but not one big piece. They seemed totally random. I didn’t even know her, and I knew they were perfect for her. Her skin was pale—especially for it being August—and her face was just . . . striking. I can’t think of another word for it.

She looked like trouble. And she looked nervous. I expected her to come in when she looked at her watch—it was almost nine, but she didn’t. She just stood out there and stared at the windows for a few minutes. I watched her eyes track all around the big windows that took up nearly the entirety of the storefront. At one point, her stare got caught on one of the corners, and I wondered what she was looking at.

When Collins checked her watch for the third time, I watched her expression shift—it was like a mask went up. Her posture shifted. She lifted her chin a little more and rolled her shoulders down and back. She went from nervous to confident in less than a second. I quickly went up a few stairs as she pulled the door open. I didn’t want her to know I was just staring at her through the window.

After a few seconds, I went back down the stairs again—super casual—and when I saw her inside the shop, I remembered that this woman wasn’t just going to be working at my shop, she’d be living here, too.

The apartment above my shop wasn’t tiny, but it also wasn’t big. It was somewhere in the middle of the cramped-versus-cozy spectrum. Before I knew Collins—well, I didn’t know her, so before I saw her, I guess—the size of the apartment felt like it would be fine. Now, I wasn’t so sure. Part of me was realistic enough to realize that judging her based on her appearance, or worrying about what it would be like to live with her just because I thought she was pretty, was fairly lizard-brained. I refused to let the lizard brain win.

Plus, why would a woman like that be interested in a guy like me?

“So this is where I keep client contacts and orders and stuff,” I said, opening and closing the top drawer of the filing cabinet. “And below that, supplies and purchasing orders, and supplies tracking.” She’d been here for a couple of hours, and I spent most of it showing her around. Her job title was assistant, which meant that I was going to ask her to do all the things I didn’t want to do—like answer the phone. I hate answering the phone.

“Ever heard of a computer?” Collins asked. Her arms were folded across her chest, and I kept getting distracted by her tattoos—trying to figure out what all of them were. So far, I’d puzzled out a dagger and a scorpion—two for two on sharp, deadly objects.

I smiled. “I used to be a software engineer, so yeah,” I said. “Just have had enough of them to last a lifetime.”

“Fancy,” Collins said with a nod. “Why did you come to Sweetwater Peak?” she asked.

“A fresh start,” I said with a shrug.

“Did you get your heart broken?” she asked immediately, and I looked at her in disbelief.

“How could you possibly know that?” I asked. “You’ve known me for two hours.”

“More like twelve hours,” she said. “And people usually say they need fresh starts when they get their heart broken in one of the million ways you can get your heart broken.

“So what was it? A significant other? Did someone die? Did the software engineer version of you die and the upholsterer is what rose from the ashes?”

A huff escaped me. “Jesus,” I said, and rubbed at the back of my neck.

“My money is on a significant other,” Collins said, looking me up and down.

She was right, but I didn’t talk about Jackie. Not today. Not ever if I could help it. I liked my odds. “What makes you say that?”

“The long hair and the stubble,” she said. Maybe she could see things I couldn’t—if she got all of that from looking at me.

Because she was right that I used to keep my hair short and my face clean-shaven, but I didn’t want to admit that.

So I just went back to talking about supplies. “In the mornings, I’d like to have a kind of progress report on projects—where we’re at in the process, if things need to be ordered, or pickup and delivery notes.”

“Got it,” Collins said. “Also, your nonanswer is an answer, by the way.”

“Noted,” I said. “I have an extra laptop that I bought for the shop. I just never use it, but if you want to transfer everything, I’ll get it set up down here.”

“Can I ask how you went from big-time software engineer to small-town upholsterer?”

“You can ask,” I sighed. “No guarantees I’ll answer.”

Collins stared at me, her question hanging out there waiting for me.

I thought about it for a second. I thought I could get away with answering that specific question without having to dive into anything else.

“My granddad was an upholsterer,” I said. “He taught me a lot when I was younger.”

“Did you stick with it?” Collins asked.

I shook my head. “I picked it back up a few years ago. I was itching for something to do with my hands.”

“All the coding wasn’t enough?”

She had no idea.

“No, the coding wasn’t enough.”

“So how did you go from ‘my granddad taught me’ to ‘I’m good enough for this to be my job now’?”

“YouTube,” I said, and Collins grinned up at me like she was delighted and amused by my answer. “A-and a few local classes,” I stuttered. “And practice.”

“An unstoppable trio. You made the right choice, though. Upholstery is way hotter than software engineering,” she said as she looked around the shop.

If I’d been drinking water, I would’ve choked on it. I felt the tips of my ears heat. I was grateful for the longer hair, so hopefully Collins couldn’t see. She didn’t seem fazed. She just kept talking, and I kept thinking about how she inadvertently called me hot and how that one word had effortlessly reduced me to a fumbling teenager.

“Upholstery also fits in here,” she said. “This road is basically a one-stop shop for all kinds of repairs with you, the cobbler, and the tailor.”

“That’s been my experience so far.” I nodded. “I’ve honestly been busier than I thought I would.”

Collins made eye contact with me again, and I noticed that her eyelashes weren’t coated with black, but with a dark burgundy color. It made her hazel eyes look lighter. “U-um,” I stuttered again. “So back to anything you might need down here.”

“We can see how this week goes,” she said. “I’m not like an organizational genius or anything, and I’m usually pretty good at operating within the specs provided.” Her eyes flitted to something behind me, and I instinctively looked over my shoulder.

There was nothing there.

“So,” she said. “This desk is mine?”

“Yeah,” I said, swiping a couple of papers off it. “It was left here from one of the previous businesses. I don’t really use it—except to stack things—but I thought it would be nice to have someone near the front of the store just in case people come in.”

“Do people come in often?” From her tone of voice, I figured she already knew the answer to that.

I shook my head. “Not really. But they do call a lot.”

“I’m sure,” she said. “So is a lot of your business just people who want to facelift their furniture?”

“About three-quarters,” I responded. “The other stuff comes from your family, usually.”

“My family?”

“Yeah, that’s how I met them. They source a lot of antique furniture—which you probably know—and I usually reupholster the stuff that has soft surfaces. I’ve got a whole Gothic Revival set from them that I’m chipping away at
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