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For everyone who sat with me in the dark.
 You are my lucky stars.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

Dear Reader,

Oh, what a sincere relief it is to be back in your hands. This book comes with no shortage of doubts—doubts that made me wonder if it was ever going to be done, and if it was ever done, if it was going to be any good. Not because I didn’t believe in myself or this story. I believe in, treasure, and adore both. But because I’ve been feeling quite blue, and in turn, so is Clarke—the heroine of the book you’re holding.

I’m no stranger to a struggling heart and soul or a brain that’s one mean motherfucker. But I didn’t expect to feel this way now, when my life is as beautiful as I could’ve ever hoped. In my second book, Swift and Saddled, I wrote about living with depression, and what it was like to constantly worry about the hammer of depression dropping when I least expected it.

I didn’t know then that I might not recognize it when it did.

For both Clarke and me, it happened slowly. We just . . . got tired. The discipline we’d so diligently nurtured crumbled under the weight of our melancholy, and the devotion and attachment we felt toward our respective crafts weren’t quite strong enough to hold us up on their own.

Each one of us is unique in everything we do—including how we experience depression, whether or not we’re aware of it, and how we respond to the ways in which it affects our lives. I’ve dealt with it before, and maybe you have, too, but Clarke hasn’t.

Her journey is entirely her own, but if you’ve ever found yourself teetering on the edge of hope and hopelessness, I hope you find comfort, safety, or validation in her journey. It’s an honor for both of us to walk this path alongside you.

See you in Sweetwater Peak.

Lyla
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CLARKE
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There was a dead man across the table from me. If he wasn’t a ghost, I am sure his pleading eyes would be glistening with crocodile tears. But I was refusing eye contact, so I wouldn’t know. “C’mon, Clarke, please,” he said, bringing his clasped hands under his chin for maximum effect.

“I’m running out of secrets, Earnest.” I sighed, keeping my eyes on my laptop screen. I’d received three estimates for the new roof for Toades, my family’s antiques shop—or Premier Antiques Emporium as the sign says—and the fourth should’ve been coming in any minute. Baker told me it would be in today, but Sweetwater Peak locals prefer a slower life pace—especially in the winter—so in all actuality, Monday, or even Tuesday, was more likely. That, or he’d just decide to show up on my front porch tomorrow to tell me in person.

This place was both endearing and annoying. Two sides of the same rural coin.

“And I’m working,” I said. Toades suffered a lot of damage in a thunderstorm a few months ago, and repairs had been slow, to say the least. The roof was the biggest and most expensive undertaking. Even though my parents and I patched it the best we could and the tarps covering the gaping holes were miraculously still holding, I couldn’t put this roof off any longer.

Without the roof, the attic couldn’t be used for storage, and since my parents had spent the last thirty years collecting sh—stuff, I mean—much of the shop was now covered in boxes. Boxes that needed sorting, items that needed repairing or getting rid of. The past couple months had made me think about what I wanted Toades to look like when it was mine—if it would ever become mine. Fewer boxes were at the top of the list. Maybe then I’d stop feeling like my world was caving in on me.

Perhaps I should’ve let my parents handle this, but honestly, I didn’t know if they ever would handle it. They preferred to “let things work out,” while I preferred to work them out myself. If I was ever going to get the chance to run Toades, it at least had to remain standing—preferably with a halfway decent roof.

The sun was setting in Sweetwater Peak, Wyoming, flooding the inside of Toades in a burnt-orange and soft-pink glow. Normally, the warmth of the sunset through the glass would calm me down, but I’d been keyed up for months, with no end in sight. I rolled my shoulders back and down and tried to unclench my jaw, but it didn’t help.

“Please,” Earnest said. “It’s the last time I’ll ask this week—I promise.”

“It’s Friday.” I sighed again. “I won’t even see you again this week.” I would normally come in on a Saturday, but my mom thought I was working too much. So she essentially banned me from the store on Saturdays, and we were closed to foot traffic on Sundays and Mondays. Joanie Cartwright might appear sweet and gentle, but underneath her fringed floral dusters and lavender hair dye, she was not to be trifled with . . . on some matters.

My mom and I had been trifling about many things for months, so putting up a fight about Saturdays didn’t seem worth it in the grand scheme of everything else. Plus, I didn’t really want to spend the day with her at Toades anyway. And just because I wasn’t at the shop didn’t mean I couldn’t get work done. Whether I was at Toades or not, there was always something to be done—always something I could be doing. And if I wasn’t doing something, then the guilt would creep in.

If we were being truthful, I probably was working too much. I just . . . didn’t have anything better to do. My best friend, Sadie, moved to Arizona—she’d been a snowbird for the past few years, but this year she decided to make the move permanent. And my twin sister, Collins, wasn’t around either.

“Consider it a goodbye present, then,” Earnest said hopefully.

“You know,” I said, refreshing my email inbox, “if you weren’t already dead, I would kill you.”

Collins and I had these weirdo supernatural abilities: We could talk to and see ghosts. Maybe we never would’ve noticed or maybe it wouldn’t be such an integral part of ourselves if we grew up anywhere but Sweetwater Peak—it’s haunted as hell—or if our parents did anything else besides owning an antiques shop that was an absolute hotbed of paranormal activity. But we did and they do.

Collins loved our abilities. She found friendship and solace in interacting with the spirit realm. Me? Not so much. I didn’t hate it. I just preferred to keep most of my interactions with others on the living side of the earthly plane.

Our abilities also differed slightly. Collins usually only heard one voice at a time—like she was having a normal conversation. Unless I was focused on one ghost—like I was on Earnest right now—I didn’t always hear intelligible words. Mostly I got frequencies: high-pitched ringing or dull hums, something that sounded and felt like static when there were multiple ghosts around me at once. And since I seemed to be surrounded by ghosts no matter where I went, that static could get loud.

I think that was part of the reason I wasn’t as fond of our abilities as my twin sister. For Collins, it was as easy as breathing—as integral to her as oxygen. I had to work at it—at focusing in on one thing or at bringing the noise down. It didn’t always feel natural to me. It felt like there was always something trying to invade my space.

Most of the time, I was able to tune everything out. And with nearly thirty years of practice, I was good at that—reducing the presence of the ghosts to a dull hum. Sometimes I could quiet them so much that it just felt like white noise. I didn’t know what it said about me that I was better at shutting the ghosts up than talking to them.

At least, I had been, until recently. I didn’t know what was going on in the intersection between the supernatural realm and my head, but the buzzing had become more persistent and harder to tune out than usual—especially over the last couple of weeks. I chalked it up to stress and spending too much time at Toades. As if my plate wasn’t full enough already.

My dad always said that the best way through something is to just . . . get through it, and I was determined to put my head down and do just that. I hoped the new roof would get Toades and me right as rain.

Earnest was the exception to my lifelong feelings about the ghosts. He was family. He’d been at Toades since I was a kid—tethered to a record console upstairs. “Tethered” was the term that Collins and I came up for the deep connection ghosts had to an object that allowed them to remain after death.

Our parents bought the old record player console—at auction with a plan to sell it, which they obviously never did. So we grew up with Earnest around. Weirdly, he felt like the closest thing we had to a brother.

And much like I imagine a brother would, he was currently driving me fucking nuts.

“Please, Clarke,” Earnest said again. I let out another sigh.

He died in a car accident in 1957. He had been on his way to Sweetwater River to meet his lover, Adeline Bennett. Adeline froze to death waiting for him (morbid, I know, but those are the facts) and became the center of a Sweetwater Peak ghost story whispered around bonfires or with flashlights in the woods. Every kid in Sweetwater Peak was told that if you put a white sheet over your head and whispered a secret, the Lady in White would appear. Growing up, Collins and I had tried it a million times with no luck. Until Collins had a run-in with Adeline last fall, both of us assumed she was just that—a ghost story.

But Adeline was very much real. And now she and Earnest had a second chance at their love story. But they had not yet been able to reunite permanently. In general, the spirit realm didn’t have a lot of rules, but Adeline seemed to be bound by the secrets in the way that Earnest was bound to the console—maybe they were her tether in some weird way. Earnest and Adeline had tried different ways to get to each other once Collins made the connection, but they didn’t have any luck. Anytime Earnest tried to get to the Sweetwater River, he would fade before he got there and would end up back at Toades—it was the same for Adeline, but she would end up back in the forest.

Still, nearly every day, Earnest would ask me to put a sheet over my head and tell a secret, so he and Adeline could rendezvous for a brief, stolen moment. I didn’t know why it worked. But somehow, it did.

And it drove me crazy.

I liked processes and efficiency. I didn’t like variables. The spirit realm seemed to be one giant variable.

I’d told nearly every secret I had—including the fact that I was the one who let Collins’s hamster out of its cage when we were nine. Unfortunately, Fudge the hamster was never found.

I refreshed my email again—still no estimate. It was past five. I read the email I sent again. It was artfully crafted and sweet as sugar. Maybe I should’ve been meaner. More urgent? Irritated, I reached out and shut my laptop with a little too much force.

Earnest’s eyes were still on me. I’d seen a few pictures of him from when he was alive, but they were all in black and white—like how he appeared to me now: gossamer and wispy around the edges. It made me sad that I didn’t know what color his eyes were.

Goddamnit, he was getting to me, just like he always did. I could never actually tell him no. Earnest was excellent at ghost guilt.

I swiped my coat off the chair next to me and put it over my head. Even though I couldn’t see him, I knew Earnest was grinning in a way that made him glow even brighter than the sunset.

“I cheated on a math test my senior year by writing all the formulas on the inside of a water bottle,” I said with a deep breath. Technically, that was only half the secret, but I was confident it would work. The other half of the secret had to do with why I cheated on my math test, but I’d save that one for another day.

Within a few seconds, the temperature in the room fell. I knew that when I pulled my jacket off my head, Adeline would be next to Earnest, and they’d be making googly ghost eyes at each other.

Gross.

I didn’t look at them when I did so. I just shrugged into my coat, slid my laptop in my bag, and got up to leave.

“Thank you, Clarke,” Earnest called as I walked out the front door. I glanced back at Earnest and Adeline, where they would be for the next hour or so until Adeline was whooshed back to the river—heads close together, whispering about something. I felt a pang in my chest. I shut the door softly, so I didn’t disturb them, and I locked up the shop for the night.

God, even the ghosts had some company.

Winters were kind of . . . tough for me. The town was quiet, half the shops were closed, a lot of people were gone, and, of course, it was cold as hell.

The air bit at my cheeks. It was the beginning of March—still winter in Wyoming, but it had been a bit milder than usual. There wasn’t as much snow left on the ground, so I could still walk to work—even though I risked freezing to death every morning and night.

Although I loved a Sweetwater Peak sunset more than almost anything in the world, I was jonesing for Daylight Savings Time to be over. The fact that it was this dark at 5:30 p.m. was downright depressing. Soon, though, the sun would still be up for my walk home, and I might start to feel better. I hoped I would, anyway.

My walk wasn’t long—seven minutes, usually. I couldn’t even listen to the entirety of “American Pie” in that time. I had my gaze on the sunset as I approached my house—trying to romanticize the moment and what would inevitably come after: stovetop mac ’n’ cheese, probably a hot dog, a glass of the finest boxed wine money could buy, and crying over elderly-dog videos on the internet.

But—for once—it didn’t look like that was going to happen because there was something—someone—on my porch. A living someone. I didn’t have to see his face to know it was Leith Wilkes. His broad shoulders and annoyingly perfect hair gave it away immediately. It looked like he was running his fingers through his hair before he positioned a baseball cap over it.

Shit. What was he doing here? When I said I wanted company, Leith Wilkes was not who I was talking about. In fact, he was probably the last person on the planet I’d like to talk to.

I’d been avoiding Leith nearly all winter—which is not easy to do in a town the size of a quarter—but he’d been persistent. His texts finally stopped a few weeks ago, so I thought I was off the hook.

Apparently not.

He smiled when he saw me—a big, bright smile that wouldn’t be out of place in a toothpaste commercial—and gave me a wave. I didn’t wave back. My heart stuttered a little, but I ignored it.

“You’ve been avoiding me,” he said as I got closer. It was then that I realized that Leith wasn’t the only person on my porch. His dad was there too.

His dead dad.
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LEITH
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What exactly had my plan here been? Show up on Clarke’s front porch and then what? I had nothing.

On my twenty-minute drive down here from Wilkes Farm, I tried to piece one together, but all I could do was hope that she wouldn’t still be at work. All the old shit at Toades gave me the heebie-jeebies. If I spent too long there, I always felt like something was a little too close to me. It made the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

Toades was a weird-ass place—even for this weird-ass town.

So I figured it would be better to meet Clarke when she arrived home, surprise her before she even got settled. That way she wouldn’t have a chance to not answer the door once she figured out it was me. It wasn’t much of a plan, but I wasn’t really a plan guy. So I thought it was a good one.

I know. It sounds creepy as hell. But . . . desperate times and desperate measures and all that.

But now that I was here, I second-guessed everything. Clarke’s truck had been parked outside, but there weren’t any lights on, so I assumed she walked to and from work today. There wasn’t even a porch light glowing. How would she feel, getting home after dark, to find me lurking in the shadows, waiting for her? I’d be lucky if I made it out of here without a punch to the jaw and a swift kick in the ass.

Clarke could hold her own with the best of them. I watched her clothesline a kid—with force—in gym when we were in junior high for saying some shit about Collins. Then, she gave him a honey-sweet smile, looked up at him through her lashes, said “whoops.” Then she helped him up. She was like that Sour Patch Kids slogan: “Sour. Sweet. Gone.”

She had never clotheslined me, personally, but I still always seemed to find a way to push her buttons. Teachers often sat us next to each other in the hopes that she might help me stay focused, but I liked to gab—still do—so that wasn’t exactly successful. But I liked sitting next to Clarke.

I liked to watch her eyebrows knit together when she was working on a tough math problem, the way she’d focus intently on something I could never see out the window when we had to work on an essay. It was safe to say that Clarke awed me. She was always so determined and so sure of her future. Even now, I am not either of those things.

The feeling wasn’t mutual. No matter what I did, I always seemed to get on Clarke’s nerves. She spoke to me through huffs and puffs and eye rolls, even when I was being nice. In eighth grade, I got the guts to bring her a jar of honey from the farm on Valentine’s Day. I thought I was being cute. Clarke did not. In response, all I got was a deep, eviscerating eye roll: the Clarke Cartwright specialty, but apparently that was reserved only for me. Everyone else got a friendly, softhearted, empathetic Clarke, but I had never been so lucky. I could charm just about anyone, except for her. And it drove me fucking crazy.

Until three months ago. Clarke and I had been . . . a little drunk at the Old Church—that’s the bar in town. Nothing crazy about that on its own, at least for me. After all, it’s the only bar in town, and it was Friday night. Clarke was there celebrating her best friend’s birthday, and I think it was some sort of going-away party too. The details are a little fuzzy, okay? The crazy thing, though, was that Clarke and I were talking—in like a . . . vibing sort of way.

Clarke’s thigh had kept bumping into mine. I put my arm on the back of the booth we were sitting in. I remember thinking about how nice it was to be close to her. How her eyes had these little gold specks in them, and how she hadn’t rolled them at me once the entire night. And then, out of nowhere, I watched those eyes catch something in the corner and when she looked back at me, she said, “You should read the fine print on your dad’s will.” It was almost like she was possessed.

Then she got up and left. Basically evaporated into thin air. For months.

Listen, Clarke being weird isn’t a new thing. The Cartwrights are a quirky bunch. So I didn’t think much of it, honestly—of that part anyway. But I thought about the part leading up to that a lot. At this point, I didn’t know how much of it was an actual memory and how much of it was wishful thinking driven by the part of my brain that was still sixteen years old and obsessed with getting Clarke Cartwright to pay attention to me.

But a few weeks passed, and I hadn’t been able to shake what Clarke said about my dad from my head. And then, a few weird things happened: My dad’s sunglasses ended up on the kitchen table; it was like I could smell his tobacco pipe; and I felt like I could hear his favorite song—“Never Could Toe the Mark” by Waylon Jennings—in the wind.

This is a good time to mention that Sweetwater Peak is a little . . . odd. The whole place feels kind of tilted, I guess—both actually and conceptually. The buildings don’t stand straight, the few asphalt roads we have are cracked and uneven, and when wolves howl at the moon, it echoes in a way that makes your body feel hollow.

I’ve lived here my whole life, so I’m no stranger to things feeling . . . off, but like any local, I also don’t take the weird shit at face value. We think that there’s merit there. You’d be hard-pressed to find a Sweetwater Peak local who didn’t believe that whistling in the house brought spirits to the door or that you should leave your shoes outside after coming home from the cemetery. And that’s why hearing my dad’s favorite song and smelling his pipe, along with Clarke’s cryptic warning, pushed me to call my dad’s lawyer, Ron Rummager, and ask him if there are any details in my dad’s will that I might’ve missed or should be aware of. Ron said no. I asked him if I can get a copy anyway. He said yes, but that it might take a while.

My dad trusted Ron, so I trust Ron. Plus, I didn’t know any other lawyers. But even for a guy as clueless about the legal system as me, the fact that I’ve been waiting a few months and Ron is still giving me some version of “I’ll get to it,” I’ve become more than just a little suspicious.

As of today, I still haven’t seen a copy. The sunglasses are still appearing, and the song is still playing. It makes something about my dad being gone feel . . . unfinished, even though it’s been nearly five years.

I decided to draw the line at two people being weird about my dead dad. And I was more experienced in getting Clarke to pay attention to me . . . or at least trying to.

My first attempts at text messages had gone unanswered and to be honest, it was impressive. I had to give it to her. Avoiding someone in a town that’s basically five square miles is no easy feat, but I wouldn’t be bested any longer—not by Clarke Cartwright.

It’s not like I had anything better to do on a Friday night. Our growing season was approaching fast, which meant there was always plenty of work to do. I lived on my family’s farm—in what used to be a tack shed for our horses—but I spent a lot of my downtime in the main house, so I could be with my mom or my little cousin, Lainey. After my dad died, I was worried about my mom spending too much time alone, but as it turns out, she channeled her grief into having the busiest social calendar in all of Sweetwater Peak. So she was hardly home—especially in the evenings. Lainey usually was, though. She’d been living with us since she was four. So usually I kept her company instead of my mom. But the single-screen movie theater was playing Phantom of the Opera tonight, and Lainey went to see it with a friend.

So there was nothing keeping me from anxiously waiting for Clarke.

And I thought Clarke was supposed to be the weird one.

Jesus, it was cold out here. I zipped up my work jacket.

Clarke’s house was nice—a little bungalow surrounded by mature plants and trees. It’d be hard to find if you didn’t know it was there. There was an iron garden bench on the porch outside of the front door. I sat and took in my surroundings. Her rain gutter was detached, and from what I could tell, full of dead leaves. My eyes narrowed on the portion of the roof that covered the porch. It was kind of . . . concave.

I wondered if her attachment to old shit made her resistant to fixing things, or maybe she just didn’t know what needed fixing.

I sat there long enough for my nose to get a little numb, so I stood . . . and paced. I’ve never been good at sitting still. There was a rustle somewhere, so I looked down the gravel driveway, but there was no one. Well, except for Bill, my dog (well, part dog, part demon), in the truck parked on the road shoulder—with his puppy dog eyes on me. He had been excited for a drive when we left the farm, flying out of the thicket of woods near my house when I whistled for him, catapulting himself inside the truck, dust and dirt flying, but now it was clear he was bored with all the waiting around.

Me too, bud.

And frankly, a little spooked too.

I hear the rustle again, and the hair on the back of my neck stood up. I wasn’t alone—figured there was most likely an animal in the woods behind Clarke’s house or something. The hibernators were probably starting to wake up—even though it was still early. That’s what happened when winter went mild, just like it had the last couple of years. That was not a good sign for the planet, and a bad sign for the planet was a detrimental one for a farmer. I took off my hat and ran a hand through my hair.

There was something about the noise, though, that felt familiar—like all the things that led me here. I took a deep breath.

Then there were footsteps—unmistakably human footsteps. I looked up and Clarke was walking toward me. She didn’t look happy to see me, but I grinned at her anyway, scrambling for something to say. Maybe this time, for the first time, I could convince her to give me the time of day.
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“Hi!” I said to Leith a little too brightly, I think, because his eyes widened—like I’d frightened him. Good. Maybe I could scare him off. “What can I do for you?” Even though I knew damn well what he was here about—what both of the Wilkes men were here about.

My gaze flicked to the ghost of his dad standing next to him. Wilder looked relieved, and . . . hopeful, maybe? I didn’t like that one bit. Wilder had a bad habit of causing problems for me—problems that could be avoided if I simply said no. I looked away from him.

“So what gives?” Leith asked and slid the baseball cap he was holding back on his head. My gaze snagged on the skinny silver hoop in his left earlobe as he did so. Why did hats make men hotter? It wasn’t like Leith needed any help in that department.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, still trying to keep my voice light and easy.

“Yes, you do, Clarke,” he said. Well, he was very sure of himself, wasn’t he? “Can we talk?”

“About what?” I asked, feigning cluelessness. Innocently, I hoped.

Leith rolled his eyes. “About that shit you said at the bar.”

“I was drunk,” I replied then immediately regretted it. Me admitting that I said anything to him at the bar was going to give him inches, and the determination in his face told me he was ready to take miles. I should’ve relegated all my answers to a good, solid I don’t know. Isn’t that what lawyers told people to do? Or maybe that was I don’t recall.

“I don’t remember.” Close enough. Even though I remembered. Vividly. And I wished I hadn’t said it—that Leith should take a closer look at his dad’s will—information that his dead dad had been hounding me about for months but telling Leith anything about that was against one of my rules.

I liked having firm boundaries with the spirit realm. It helped with the frequencies, allowing me to turn them up and down as I needed to. Honestly, I liked having firm boundaries in general. Collins would say that I had walls, but she didn’t really have room to talk there. Her walls were indiscriminate, where mine were strategic.

I never approached the ghosts first. If they approached me, I kept our interactions as brief as I could. I didn’t want a long list of ghostly familiars. And, most importantly, I didn’t pass information between the living and the dead. I treated it like the movies treated time travel: Don’t do anything that’s going to alter reality as the normies know it.

Until that night at the bar. I didn’t even know why I did it. I wasn’t drunk. Tipsy, maybe. But not drunk enough to break one of my rules and forget about it.

Maybe it was the way Leith was looking at me or the incandescent light of the bar. It was the same way I used to feel him looking at me when I was taking notes in history, like he wanted to figure me out. I didn’t know. But whatever the reason was, it wasn’t good enough to justify what I did. It was just stupid.

“I don’t believe you, Clarke,” Leith said.

“That’s your problem.” I shrugged. I walked past him—carefully avoiding walking through Wilder—most of the time, walking through ghosts was unpleasant at best and deeply uncomfortable at worst—and went to unlock my front door.

“Please, Clarke,” a different voice said behind me. It was Wilder. He sounded like he was talking to me over the phone. I knew the look he was giving me; it had been on his face since he figured out I could see him and talk to him. It was a look full of both desperation and hope—like I could make everything right for Wilder and for his family, but I could also take it all away. It was a lot of pressure. I could choose to ignore him—turn him down and tune him out like I did to nearly everyone else who stood where he was now: between the living and the dead.

I didn’t know what was in the will, but I could tell it was important. Wilder’s distress permeated every word he said to me. He couldn’t hide it—not even as a ghost. His heart was on full display, and it was filled to the brim with Leith.

Just like how I imagined my dad’s and Boone Ryder’s were with Collins and me.

My hand was on the doorknob. I took a deep breath before turning back to Leith, whose winning smile had faded, and a look of defeat was rising in its place. His posture had shifted, and a soft line appeared between his brows.

I was going to regret this. Deeply.

“Okay,” I said after a few seconds. “You can come in.”

Leith brightened again, and I was momentarily frustrated at how pleasant it felt to contribute to that glow. I wondered how it would feel to bask in it. “Really?”

“Really,” I said, sparing a glance at Wilder, who looked like he could fall to his knees at any moment. In relief, I assumed.

“Can Bill come too?”

“Who’s Bill?” For a split second, I wondered if Bill was someone or something I couldn’t see, which would’ve been quite a plot twist. But then I heard a bark from Leith’s truck. How did I not notice the truck when I was walking home? If I did, I would’ve snuck to my back door through the woods.

Leith brought his hand to his mouth and let out a loud whistle using his thumb and pointer finger. Bill—who just looked like some variation of a farm mutt—opened the truck door and scrambled out.

“Did he just open your door?” I asked.

“Yeah, he’s a nightmare,” Leith said cheerfully.

The dog might have been talented enough to open the door, but he didn’t close it. It didn’t seem like Leith minded. “What if I said no?” I asked.

Leith gave me a look. “You love dogs,” he said just as Bill’s head made its way right under my hand. I fought the urge to kneel and give him a good rubdown.

“What makes you say that?”

“I’ve known you my whole life, Clarke.” The sense of familiarity in his voice annoyed me. Everything about him annoyed me. It always had.

As a kid, Leith was kind of a perfect match between golden retriever and troublemaker. He was talkative in class, and teachers constantly sat us next to each other in the hopes that my studiousness would keep him on task. In adulthood, I realized how messed up it was that being a good student somehow made me responsible for both mine and Leith’s academic success. I developed a massive, ridiculous, and embarrassing crush on Leith that lasted from the age of five.

It had annoyed me that he always could find a way to distract me. It annoyed me how warm I felt when he brought me the jar of honey on Valentine’s Day, and how much I liked it when he started occasionally calling me “honey” afterward just to see how I’d react, even though I knew it was a joke. After all, I was half of the Cartwright weirdo duo, but not in a cool, mysterious way like my sister. I was the one who worked too hard but couldn’t seem to work hard enough to control the noises in her own head. I cussed him out after that.

My temper had flared around him more than anyone else. Crushes in general made me feel out of control—I didn’t like that. And with Leith, I felt even more off-kilter. Maybe because he was my first one or because it lasted way too long, considering he never liked me back. I wanted my feet to be firmly planted on the ground or even below the ground—like roots that kept me in place.

So sure, we had known each other all our lives, but he only knew the small parts of myself that I let him see. Because I had always been scared of what he might think of me if I showed him too much. Or that I might want to give him everything.

“Right,” I said sarcastically. I unlocked the door and pushed it open.

Leith shook his head. “Always so nice to everyone but me.”

I whipped my head around to face him again. Leith looked amused. “That’s not true,” I said.

“Right.” Leith winked, and I hated that too. I swear, he learned how to wink in, like, the second grade and never stopped.

But I had matured in adulthood, learning how to control my teenage hormones and angst toward Leith into perfectly pleasant civility! At least, I thought I had. And that had been mostly easy because he had maintained an on-again, off-again girlfriend for the better part of a decade. But that didn’t mean I didn’t still think Leith was good-looking. Almost too good-looking. He was the definition of a pretty boy—an unnervingly symmetrical face, blue-green eyes, and a sharp jawline. Growing up, his hair was blond. All the kids used to call him golden boy when we’d go swimming in the river. Now it was an earthy brown. But it still got lighter in the summer.

It was unfortunate that I knew that.

He was clean-cut in the way that made you wonder what he’d look like if he got a little dirty. Not me, though. I didn’t wonder that.

Obviously.

Generally, I didn’t rattle easy, but I think my consistent stress levels over the past few months were wearing me down.

Bill bumped my legs as he ran into the house with no hesitation. It seemed like he was still a puppy. That was good. My senior dog, Pearl—a mastiff mix—loved puppies. And human babies too. Oh, and elderly people. Frankly, she seemed thrilled with any company that wasn’t me.

“Take your shoes off, please,” I said as I slipped off my own and walked farther into the house. I loved this house. I bought it a few years ago. It was exactly what I wanted my space to be: warm, cozy, and colorful. I loved my pink couch, my purple armchair, and my side table that was painted to look like a strawberry. I loved all my knickknacks and treasures and mismatched pillows. I adored whimsy.

Bill was already jumping on Pearl and going for her ears. She didn’t mind at all. “Outside,” I said. She did let out a groan before she got up from her spot on the couch and led the little terror through the dog door to the backyard.

I turned to face Leith and started racking my brain about what to tell him. It seemed important to Wilder, but it didn’t look like he’d stuck around to support me in whatever the hell I was going to tell his son. The least he could’ve done was wish me luck.

“Your house is nice,” Leith said. “It’s very . . . you.”

“Because you know me so well?” I asked.

“Does it irk you that I think so?”

“No,” I said quickly. “It doesn’t have any bearing on me.”

Leith tilted his head, and he looked like he was trying not to smile. “Not a single bearing?” he asked. God, he was pretty, though.

“Your socks don’t match,” I pointed out—looking at his one taupe and one navy blue sock.

“Bill,” Leith puffed, “went through a pretty severe chewing phase. It’s better now, but most of my socks didn’t make it out alive. Did Pearl ever do that?” He walked over to my couch and sat down. He stretched his arm over the back of my sofa like he owned the place.

“I rescued Pearl when she was probably five or six,” I said. “I’m grateful all my socks and furniture are intact.” I remembered that Brady Cooper had to reupholster a chair for Leith because of Bill’s chewing. “Do you want anything to drink?” I asked.

Leith shook his head. “We won’t be here very long. I just want to know why you said I needed to look at my dad’s will.” Well, straight to the point. I had to appreciate that.

I sat in the armchair that faced the couch and tucked my legs up under my chin. “Honestly,” I said, sighing. “I don’t know. It was just a feeling.”

“Just a feeling?” Leith asked. “Are you a psychic or something?” God, if only it were that simple.

“I’ve just been hyperobsessed with legal stuff lately,” I said. I wasn’t as good of a liar as Collins, but I could dish a little fib with the best of them. “A developer tried to buy Toades a few months ago and almost got it based on some fine print. We’re still not out of the woods. So now I feel like I’m going to be worried about the fine print for the rest of my life.” The best fibs had a little truth.

“I heard about that,” Leith said. “Brady told me to be careful if that company—Sullivan something, I think—came sniffing around the farm.”

“Good advice,” I said. “It’s been hard on my family.” That’s right, Clarke. The pity card always works. Make him feel bad for you, and then maybe he’ll leave it alone. “And I just don’t want something like that to happen to you.”

“Why?” Leith asked.

“Um, why?” I parroted. I didn’t expect him to ask why. I didn’t have an answer.

“Yeah, why do you care if something like that happened to me?” Leith was looking at me intently.

“Your family’s farm supplies over half of Sweetwater Peak’s produce,” I said after a few seconds. It was a logical answer.

Leith nodded. “So it’s not about me,” he said. For some reason, I felt like I was tiptoeing on something I didn’t quite understand, so I just nodded.

“Got it,” Leith said. He sounded disappointed. I didn’t know if it was directed at me, my answer, or something bigger than both those things. But I immediately felt bad.

“U-um . . .” I started to say without any clear map of where I was headed. I was good at talking. I just had to hope it would come to me. “I have a legacy, too—Toades, you know—and I get what it’s like to worry whether it’s going to end with you.”

Leith sighed. “I think you and I have different feelings about our legacies.” That was confusing to me, but I didn’t have time to pry because Leith kept talking. “So, you think I need to actually see that will?”

I took a deep breath. I had no idea what was in it, or what the consequences would be, but if it was something that put the farm, and by association Sweetwater Peak, in a precarious situation, I would never forgive myself. After everything that happened with Toades, I had developed a bad habit of jumping to the worst-case scenario.

“Yeah,” I said on a deep breath—might as well be truthful at this point. “I do.”

“So do I,” Leith agreed.

I gave him a funny look. “Then why did you come berate me at my home on a Friday night if you were going to see it anyway?”

“Okay,” he said. “First of all, if you think this is berating, then you have lived a very cushy life; second of all, because I’ve already tried to see it, and I haven’t been able to.”

“What do you mean ‘haven’t been able to’?

“Ron keeps telling me he’ll get to it, but he hasn’t, so I feel like he’s hiding something from me.”

“Yeah, well, Ron
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