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  CHAPTER ONE


  Riley


  



  



  BY THE TIME I REACH Dad’s office, my eyes are definitely wet. There’s a sensation in my chest that feels … unsettled, as if I’ve forgotten something, or as if something bad happened during the drive that I don’t remember. But on top of all that, I’m mainly just happy to be home.


  I kill the engine, unable to decide which should bother me more: that I feel this phantom sadness when I should be happy … or that I feel happy when, all things considered, I should put more focus on being sad.


  I flick down the rearview mirror. Because the thing is long and narrow, I see a pair of hazel eyes looking back, darkened by a thin sliver of liner that Candace applied before I left, “for old times’ sake.” It broke my heart a little. We had breakfast at the old place before going home — no big deal. With my car packed the night before, I was half-sure someone would steal it while we were scarfing pancakes. And it was just supposed to be pancakes. My roommate wasn’t supposed to feel it occasion enough to do my makeup like we were going to a club. Or like we might never see each other again and this was our last chance.


  It would have been so much easier to leave without saying goodbye.


  Fortunately, the mascara is as waterproof as its claim. I didn’t really cry; I just misted up — probably because for the entire drive, I haven’t been sure whether I was actually sad. And Candace was subtle enough not to cake me up like a hooker on the prowl. I’m not great with makeup myself. It’ll probably be strange to start seeing these hazel eyes without all the extra black. Odd to see my blonde hair as it hangs, rather than elaborately done up, the way Candace styles it.


  About the time I find myself starting to wonder about my former roommate’s future, I force myself to blink back the moisture. This is ridiculous. College is over, but that doesn’t mean those friendships are. It just means that those days are done.


  Which is a good thing, right?


  I nod as if someone asked me the question aloud, give my eyes a final check, then flip the rearview back to where it belongs. I’m still nodding as I stuff the phone back into my purse then hunt for my ChapStick, which may have rolled into the gap between the console and the passenger seat. If it rolled the other way, I can forget it. Even if my Pottery Barn plant stand thing wasn’t wedged there, upended and filled with all the crap that littered my desk for the past year, it’d be lost in the abyss of gas station receipts, napkins, and broken pens that claims my car’s nooks and crannies even during normal days.


  I find the ChapStick, give my lips a sheen of wax, and smack them. Then I’m getting out, looking at my Beverly Hillbillies packing (I had to leave one of the back windows open to accommodate the corner of one of my storage crates), wondering if I should be worried about someone stealing my stuff. Then I realize that this parking lot is exalted Cherry Hill thanks to all the developments my father’s built there, and that nobody steals in Cherry Hill.


  And besides, I won’t be here long. I’m also parked beside Dad’s BMW, which makes a much better target. If I’m doing anything wrong by stopping here before heading home, it’s embarrassing the company with my overstuffed collegemobile and my admittedly left-leaning bumper stickers.


  I slide out of the car then pause to readjust myself in the driver’s side window. I fluff my hair. I try to smooth my shirt and shorts from the drive. I ask myself if I’d be hiring material at the company I’m about to enter, all other things being equal, given the way I look now.


  The answer, without question, is no. I’ve been driving for three hours, and my air conditioning hasn’t been blowing cold at all (probably because all my crap is pressed against the vents), and I can feel my shirt sticking to my back. My hair should be in a ponytail and feels gross, even though I washed it last night. Oh, and I stopped for Taco Bell. So I probably smell like Taco Bell’s version of beans.


  Again, I consider going home first. But Dad’s office is on the way, and it’s another twenty minutes to the big house where I grew up. I’ll want to sleep the minute I get there. Dad asked me to stop by, but I won’t want to run out again.


  I could let it go like everyone expects me to. I could head to the big empty house, take a shower, then lie on the couch and figure out whether or not I’m sad to have left my friends and all I’ve known for the last four years. And then when Daddy comes home, I could greet him in the bubbly way he expects, because that’s how Riley always is. Happy little Riley, who never had to work for anything because her father is Mason James.


  Nobody would fault me for doing that. I don’t have to be here, about to enter an office, smelling like beans with my sweaty shirt sticking to my back.


  But if I expect Dad to take me seriously — if I expect him to believe what I said on the phone last week — then I need to be here. Because I said I would stop by on my way to the house … and these days more than ever, I’m a girl who keeps her appointments.


  If I were anyone else, I might try to psych myself up right now, tell myself that I could nail the interview and get this job. But fortunately, I have an in. My name is literally on the sign.


  I leave my stuffed car and tap the sign for luck as I pass. It says Life of Riley, just above a line about the luxury communities Dad’s well known for building.


  I look at my phone. It’s 12:55, giving me five minutes to get inside and be exactly on time, just like any responsible young woman who can be trusted with … well, anything.


  My challenge at Life of Riley Homes is different than most applicants.


  I don’t need to get the job. I have it already.


  But I need to make sure that the job my father gives me is real rather than nepotism — a fact no one will admit to, even though it’s plain as day.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TWO


  Brandon


  



  



  “WHAT TIME IS IT?” MASON asks me.


  I’m wearing my grandfather’s watch. It’s as uncomfortable on my wrist as the dress shirt and jacket on my shoulders. It’s as uncomfortable as these stiff dress shoes. I wonder again if I should stay where I am in the company hierarchy, where I could keep wearing jeans. But thinking like that, here and now, is avoidance. Self-sabotage, according to Bridget.


  I was even dumb enough to ask Bridget, yesterday, about the whole jeans-versus-suits thing. She told me it wasn’t even a real distinction. If Mason gives me the promotion, I’ll probably only have to wear nice clothes when I’m in the office or have meetings, and the rest of the time I can dress casual like I do now. Then she told me to stop being a whiny fucker. Those were her exact words: whiny fucker. Then she punched me in the arm. The arm punching didn’t have anything to do with me self-sabotaging — she’d already berated me about that earlier. It was just because she’s a bitch. Which is why I love her so much.


  “It’s 12:45.”


  “Okay, good.” Mason grins. He’s not a jovial man, so I take this as a good sign. Mason is loud, and most of what he says is barked. I get the feeling that if you’ve known him for long enough, those barks carry a lot of affection, much like the way Bridget keeps kicking me for my own good. But for three years now I’ve been one of the grunts, and the few times I’ve been on the receiving end of Mason’s barking, it was obvious I needed to snap-to. I’ve never been talked to as an equal by Mason — probably because I never have been. Although maybe he’s always this way and I’ve been taking it personally. Maybe I’m not a fuckup. I’m here, after all, aren’t I?


  I don’t know what Mason thinks is good about 12:45, so I tag along behind him like a dog and say nothing.


  The Life of Riley office isn’t large, but Mason’s bustling manner makes it feel like a labyrinth. Most people could tour the well-appointed but contained building in five minutes, but Mason strikes me as the sort of man who prefers to solve a maze by trying every path. We went through a large room filled with cubicles ten minutes ago. There was one main hallway down the center plus all the little alleys between the cubicles themselves, but we walked each inch of every alley. I now know every person who works at HQ, from the receptionist to the guy who empties the garbage. I don’t remember anyone’s names. I’m trying to keep up and pretend these nice clothes suit me, to not look like some sort of brainless meathead who deserves to live and die in construction.


  “This is Margo,” Mason barks then grins. “Be nice to Margo. If you get the vice presidency, she’ll be your Gal Friday.”


  “Not literally,” says Margo. She’s a tall woman with jet-black hair and glasses that seem like a fashion accessory rather than a necessity.


  “Not literally,” Mason repeats. “She works Monday through Thursday too.” Mason barks laughter and I try to play along, but he’s not looking in my direction, so I feel stupid. “Nah. I mean she’s our site coordinator.”


  “Also not literally.” Margo seems good-naturedly annoyed with Mason. I get the feeling that’s a common reaction to the company’s boisterous, somewhat domineering owner. Mason has always struck me as the kind of man who loves you when he loves you but won’t hesitate to tear the head from your shoulders if you screw up. A good ally, and a terrible enemy.


  “Well then, how would you describe your job?”


  “Think of me as a project manager.”


  “Gal Friday,” Mason says, nodding, as if Margo said the same thing.


  “Fine.”


  “Anyway, Margo, this is Brandon Grant. He’s applying to be our new VP.”


  “Land Acquisition?” Margo says, and her eyebrows go up.


  “Right.”


  “So you’ve decided?”


  “I said he’s applying.”


  Margo rolls her eyes at me when Mason looks away. I get the feeling this might happen a lot but that no one lets him see it. An obvious move, but dangerous.


  “I meant, you decided we finally need someone to head Land Acquisition.” Margo turns to me. “I’ve been arguing that we need this position for years.”


  “Yes, yes. It’s all Margo’s doing.” Mason shifts his weight, moving from foot to foot, then gestures at me. “Brandon is currently project head on Stonegate Bridge.”


  Margo nods, her lips pressed together. “Nice community. Who did you work with on the land for that one?”


  “Terry.”


  “Oh. I’m sorry. I’d have helped you out if you’d known, but I’m stretched thin.”


  Mason seems bored by this apparent insult to Terry. He keeps looking at his watch. I think he has an appointment at 1 p.m., but that’s an assumption. We met at 11:30, and lunch took about an hour, but time has been dwindling during what probably could have been a much faster tour. Now, he seems distracted. Knowing Mason, his appointment, if he has one, could be at 1:07 instead of one sharp. No fewer than three times during lunch, he told me that if he wanted to do things the way others did them, he’d have looked for a job instead of starting a company. He told me that an intelligent person has to be flexible, able to think outside the box and, perhaps most importantly, recognize and readjust when they make mistakes.


  Mason nods at Margo, who tells me it was nice to meet me and sits. Apparently, our conversation is finished.


  But so is the tour, it seems, because the next time I peek at my watch it’s nearly one, and I’m sitting in Mason’s office without specifically remembering taking a seat. He’s still standing because that’s what Mason does, and I’m still juggling that curious mix of awed, eager, nervous, and intimidated.


  “I’ll be honest, Brandon,” he says. “Like Margo said, we’re at the stage where we really should have had someone dedicated to Land Acquisition for a while now. Until now, we’ve just had … well, you know, you scouted Stonegate. But that’s not the job of project heads, and it’s sure not the job of foremen. So we’re ripe for this, and I’m down to a short list of applicants. You’re a good candidate. I like your ambition. Most of all, I like what I hear about your integrity, which is rare, and your solid ability to make smart decisions, which is even rarer. But you’re still new to leadership and untried as an executive, and my records keep reminding me that you were swinging a shovel just two years ago. So I don’t know. There’s a few other people internally who’ve been looking for something like this — it’s a wheeling-dealing job that means getting a lot of new connections. Have you considered the connections you’d get as VP of Land Acquisition here, Brandon?”


  “Not really.”


  “Exactly. And that’s why I like you. I don’t think you’re angling for something better. It doesn’t feel like a stepping stone for you from where I’m sitting.”


  “Okay.” I’m unsure how to respond. Is my lack of ambition a good thing?


  “How long have you been with Life of Riley?”


  “Three years, sir.”


  The “sir” feels a bit phony on my tongue, but the moment seems to demand respect. Luckily, Mason doesn’t mock me.


  “You strike me as two things above all else. I think you’re loyal, and honest. Land Acquisition is a perfect position for a sniveling, oily shit, but I don’t think that’s you.”


  “Um … ” Again, I’m not sure if I’m being insulted or praised, if I’m being given pros for my candidacy or hearing cons.


  He picks up a file — my file, apparently — and starts flipping papers. “You started laying bricks. We kept moving you up, though. Three years to project head is fast, given our size and rate of expansion. If I may be frank, you’ve had chances to screw us when you were shoved in to negotiate things that were above your position, and again that’s our fault because we’re growing quickly. But you didn’t screw us, even though you could have. You did your job. And you stayed where you were without complaint, content to pay your dues.”


  “Thank you.”


  “The mark of a good second man is the ability to make hard decisions. That’s even truer for the big boss, and it’ll be a few weeks before I make mine. I like you, Brandon, but don’t want to say anything either way, so let’s just leave it at that. I’ll talk to the others; you keep impressing me in the meantime. Make me believe I can’t not hire you. Does that sound like a deal?”


  I allow a smile to form on my lips as I nod. It’s a small smile, but now that I’m here, I’m wondering if Bridget was right. Maybe I don’t give myself credit for all I’ve accomplished and what I’m worth. From where I’m standing, I’ve always been a normal working Joe. At first, I mixed concrete and operated big machines, then I started working with surveyors and architects, walking land for possible purchase. I used to only talk to the other construction guys, but then I started talking to bankers and investors. I’ve taken it for granted, but the way Mason talks, that’s not how things usually go.


  “There’s just one problem,” Mason says. He sits behind his desk in what I suspect is meant as a power chair. He’s not a master manipulator but does manage to intimidate people by default, as if he has a gift. Right now, his face is serious. I don’t see any more praise or complimentary words. Now I only see gravity.


  Something is wrong.


  “What’s that?” I ask, my breath going shallow.


  “That beard. I don’t know that I can have a veep with a beard.”


  I’m about to respond seriously when he laughs and stands. His hand is out, presumably to shake goodbye, when the office door rattles.


  I figure it’s Mason’s assistant, but instead the newcomer turns out to be the most breathtaking girl I’ve ever seen.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER THREE


  Brandon


  



  



  MY HAND IS ON MY beard, right above the scar, when the girl looks over. I must look like I’m thinking something ponderous¸ possibly pretentious. And she’s probably noticing the way this suit doesn’t fit me quite right because it’s borrowed, or maybe just the fact that it doesn’t look right because it’s me inside it. Me, who didn’t even graduate high school. Me, who has no business wearing more than a sweat-stained undershirt to work.


  I swear thirty seconds must pass while I’m looking right at her with my hand on my face, but it’s probably more like three. Then I’m looking away because the girl is jumping into Mason’s arms. He’s been so intent on watching the time; now I see why. So who is the girl? Is she a fling? Mason must be over fifty, but I’ve never heard mention of a wife.


  They embrace for a long time, and I’m considering sneaking out — or at least clearing my throat to remind them that I’m still here — when Mason lets the girl go and turns to me with a bigger smile than I’ve ever seen, or even thought possible on the man. Mason has always been friendly and even fatherly to me. He sometimes jests, but his jokes are always indirect at best, and I’m never sure if I’m supposed to laugh.


  So this is what he looks like happy. I realize all of a sudden that, even as many casual encounters I’ve had with Mason (mostly on job sites, where his passion for creation is always in bloom), I’ve never seen him a tenth as pleased as this.


  “Brandon,” he says, “I’d like you to meet my little girl. And Riley, I’d like you to meet Brandon Grant. A man with a beard unbefitting a vice president.”


  I’m not sure if I’m supposed to shake her hand. This isn’t business. Among my friends, the girls have always hugged, and the men have always shaken. I’m not going to walk over and hug the boss’s daughter, but shaking her hand seems so awkwardly formal.


  She saves me by holding out a hand first. I take it. Her hand is tiny compared to mine, and I don’t have large hands. I do have rough hands, though, and as she holds on, I’m sure she can feel every scratch, scrape, and callus. Vice president? she must be thinking. As if!


  Her fingers are gone, and there’s a half second where I’m hanging onto a limp fish. I blink then force myself to let go. I give her a tight-lipped smile and a nod. It’s taking all I have to study her, top to bottom. She’s not tall at all; I could probably pick her up and swing her around like a kid. She’s dressed like she’s just come in from trotting around town in the sweltering heat — short khaki shorts and a plain pink, slightly wrinkled tee. She has big eyelashes and wavy blonde hair. Her smile is all bright white teeth. I’ve never seen one like it — the kind of smile that looks like it’s trying hard to bottle unbridled glee — the kind of unabashed joy that proper adults, once they reach seventeen or so, are no longer allowed to show the world.


  I’m wondering if I should address the beard joke. There must be something witty I could say that moves the encounter forward without making concessions … because there’s no way I’ll shave my beard given the scar behind it.


  But I’m at a loss. I’m trying not to look at Riley, and I’m also trying not to look deliberately away. My sense of decorum has abandoned me. How can I not know where to look? The only choices seem to be staring and averting my eyes. I’ll either creep her out or offend her.


  “I thought Aunt Patty was vice president.” 


  Mason levels a look at me — the kind that says I’d better not reveal the softer side of Mason James outside of this room. He says, “Patty isn’t really her aunt,” then turns to Riley. “Different VP. We’ve added a few since you’ve been away. You’ll need to catch up.”


  “VP of what?” 


  “Um. Land Acquisition.”


  “Okay,” her smile hasn’t faltered. “So you’d acquire land.”


  “Yeah.” I look at Mason, hoping he’ll save me. But Mason seems to have forgotten me entirely. He’s holding the girl at arm’s length, looking her over in a way I wish I could, asking her questions about a trip she must have just made and a college she must have just come from — possibly graduated, given the time of year and her overall look.


  I’m not sure what to do here. Mason and I were supposed to be finished at one. Should I leave and let them have their moment?


  But I don’t want to walk out. I want to hear what this girl has to say. I never went to college. I never had a relationship with my parents like she and Mason apparently have. I’m fascinated for some reason, wanting to hear it all.


  And I’m trying not to stare. 


  She’s not dressed up, and what she’s wearing must be the most random of tossed-on outfits. Given my suit and her father’s, she looks young and out of place — not just in the room, but in the building as a whole. Her summertime look is ready for the beach. She could be a commercial for summer itself. But what strikes me most is how great casual” looks on her. She carries a strange mix of innocence and experience, like a girl on the cusp of something. She doesn’t know it, though. She probably walks down the street having no idea about all the heads turning to watch her pass.


  Mason finally looks back, and I figure he’ll dismiss me. But Mason, like me, seems fascinated to hear what Riley has to say — though I imagine (and hope) his reasons are different.


  But Riley doesn’t speak, and I realize I’ve been intruding. I feel stupid. I should have left, but here I still am — an uneducated, unqualified monkey in a borrowed suit, harboring schoolboy fantasies about the boss’s daughter … if, that was, I had any schoolboy days worth remembering.


  I nod to Mason. “I’ll leave you alone.”


  “Okay,” Mason says. “Thanks for coming in, Brandon. I’ll be in touch.”


  “Thank you, Mr. James.”


  “Jesus, Brandon. If you don’t stop calling me ‘sir’ and ‘Mr. James,’ I’ll fire you instead of considering you. It makes me feel old.”


  “Sorry.” I nod awkwardly then turn to Riley. “It was nice to meet you,” I say, not quite able to meet her eyes.


  But she isn’t as shy as I am, and for a few seconds I find myself looking directly into light-hazel depths, her face open and welcoming. I feel ridiculous having checked her out. She’s just here to see her daddy on her way back from college, and here I am — a man who’s supposed to be focused, loyal, and honest — and I blew these impressionable minutes by checking her out.


  I try to tell myself I was surprised. I didn’t know Mason even had a daughter. I didn’t know he was married. Our encounters have been amiable but all business, and Mason doesn’t wear a ring. I was caught off guard. That’s all.


  Riley makes her tone almost conspiratorial and whispers, “I’ll see you later.”


  I nod and am out the door before I register what I’ve heard.


  See you later?


  Why would I ever see Riley again … unless she’s come home for a job?


  I don’t like that at all. I don’t like that her too-wide smile unseated something inside me. I don’t like that she looked at me as if she had no idea who I am or where I come from — or that I’m a fraud. I don’t like the way her innocence clashed with the cloud that’s always kind of around me, making me wonder if I’ve been seeing everything wrong.


  If I have to see more of Riley James, I’m going to have a hell of a time pretending to be the proper executive I’m supposed to be.


  But I long to see her later all the same.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER FOUR


  Riley


  



  



  “RI?”


  I BLINK AND LOOK up at Dad. I feel the smile return to my face. It feels less natural — not because I’m not happy talking to him, but because I’m distracted. Dad’s executives and most of his employees have always felt like adults with a capital A. I grew up in this company, and think of most of the long-timers as aunts and uncles. They watched me run around these halls as a little kid then graduate to odd jobs as I grew older. I cleaned the office when it was in its old location, while Life of Riley was still a little unknown developer trailing far behind the big names building communities in Inferno Falls — names known by the entire country. I answered phones in my teens and did clerical work right up until it was time to head off to college. This company knows me, and I know it. We share the same name.


  But Brandon Grant didn’t strike me as an adult. At least not with that capital A. He had to be at least twenty-five, maybe older, but he looked as out of place in that suit as I’d look in a chicken costume. I doubt Daddy sees it, but it’s plain to me.


  He didn’t feel like an uncle, but like a generation younger, still in the family, like a brother. Yet that’s definitely not right, based on the way my heart started to flutter the second his hand touched mine.


  But Brandon isn’t why I’m here. I had four years of college and four years of high school to be flighty and boy crazy. There’s no doubt what my father expects of me now. And as he and I discussed on the phone, I’m now ready to prove my newly enhanced worth to this company … whether he thinks I’m ready or not.


  “Yes, Daddy?”


  “So what do you think?”


  “Of what?”


  He nods toward the closed door. “Of Brandon.”


  There’s no way I heard that right. It’s like Dad can see right through me, even with my big, innocent smile.


  “Does he strike you as vice president material?”


  “Oh.” I keep the relieved sigh inside me. “I don’t know. You know him better than I do.”


  “He’s young, with zero executive experience. But he’s smart, and he’s had to do some acquisitions work as project head for a few sites. He’s a natural networker. He’s magnetic. People just like him.”


  Magnetic? Brandon certainly polarized something inside me, but he didn’t strike me as the kind of person my father would characterize as “magnetic” or even a “natural networker.” He seemed subdued. Maybe even awkward.


  “He seems shy.”


  “He’s usually not like that,” Dad says, his face now curious. “I think he was intimidated. We just had lunch, and I took him around the office. He knew a lot of these people from talking to them on the phone, but he usually works on site. He came up through the ranks and got his start in construction. Not as a foreman, either. As a carpenter.”


  “Oh,” I say.


  “But he’s smart. And when I say ‘magnetic,’ I don’t mean loud and boisterous. I mean an understated kind of smart, and not from books. Thoughtful, I guess. He’s heading up Stonegate. On the south side of Cherry Hill. Where those little rock faces are?”


  I nod. I’m trying to listen like a vice president myself instead of a girl with a flutter.


  “It’s a tricky project,” Dad continues, “but when the architect and planner were having some little petty spat, Brandon played peacemaker then suggested much of the plan himself. Didn’t take or want credit, either; I only know because I was on site and saw him sketching through a street plan hitch and some drainage issues. Somehow, we came in under budget despite a lost week with the squabbles and tricky planning. And the best part is, even though I and a few other people have explained to him how astonishing that is — not just to come in under budget and on track, but to do so after a dispute — he just shakes it off. Thinks we’re blowing smoke.”


  “Well, he seems nice,” I say. God, I sound lame.


  Dad shrugs. “I’ve got a few other people who want the new VP slot, but my gut says Brandon’s my guy.”


  My gut says something about him, too. But I just nod and pretend this is just a boring discussion.


  The topic must be closed for Dad too, because he sort of resets, exhales, and practically claps his hands.


  “Well, now! My little girl is home. I’m glad. What should we do to celebrate?”


  “Want to follow me home and help me unpack my car?”


  “I’m not that glad.” He laughs.


  I sigh. “I’m pretty tired.”


  “Late night?”


  I wonder if this is an unintentional dig. Is he asking if I’ve been out partying? I never had a history, when I lived at home, of staying up to study and further my academic pursuits. I was a good student without effort, so I rarely bothered. I used each class in high school to ignore the teacher and do the homework for the previous class. It’s a bit unfair, now, that he’d characterize me as negligent just because school rarely required much effort.


  I try to step into my father’s shoes and see things through his eyes. He raised me mostly by himself. Of course he’d notice my social life more than the time I spent staying quietly at home. The former causes more problems for fathers than the latter.


  “Just a long drive, Dad.”


  “Want to go to the Inside Scoop? Get some ice cream?”


  That does sound good. But it also sounds like the kind of thing we used to do when I was eighteen. Or fifteen. Or ten. I’d scrape my knee, and we’d go for ice cream. So after a long drive, I guess we’d do the same.


  “No thanks. I just want to settle in.”


  “Your room is just how you left it.”


  I see a look on his face that I’ve imagined on the phone a lot recently — eyebrows up, asking a question without a question being asked. His words are like a hanging statement without a period, because there’s more if I leave him an opening.


  “I’m not staying,” I say. “I need to get my own place. I’m barely going to unpack. Just long enough to do some apartment hunting.”


  “It’s a huge house. You can keep to one end, and I’ll keep to the other.”


  “Dad, no.”


  “There’s even the private entrance. Remember? We had it put in when it looked like Grandma might come and live with us. Just close the hall door, stick to your kitchen and living room. You can pretend I’m your creepy old guy neighbor.”


  “Dad … ” 


  He sort of sighs, and I watch his shoulders sag. The big, powerful Mason James, humbled. But he knows all of this. I made it clear.


  “Okay. I hear you, Princess.”


  I decide to let that one go, but I’ve done my time being the princess. I’m not too proud to take help, and it’s not like he didn’t pay for school. But I can’t live at home. I can’t be a burden. I can’t be a spoiled little rich girl, accepting all that I’m given. Not because it’s a drain on Dad, but because it’s a drain on me. There were plenty of times I believed I was a princess: the nice house, the free car on my sixteenth birthday, the nearly instant fulfillment of pretty much anything I wanted. I don’t resent or regret any of it. I love my father, and I’m grateful for all he’s done for me. But the problem with princesses is that nobody works to become one. My mother and father (then just Dad) built this kingly empire from nothing, and now Life of Riley is Inferno’s largest developer — big enough that its work influences the economy, builds schools and parks. By contrast, I got my crown at birth.


  “I’ll head over now. I just needed to stop by and pick up the key.”


  “Marta’s there. She could have let you in.”


  “Then I stopped because I wanted to say hi.” I squeeze Dad’s hand, because I think I just gave him too harsh of a shove. I need my space, but he’s still my father. “And because I thought I might need to fill out some sort of paperwork. With human resources or something.”


  That look crosses his face again. “Why don’t you wait until Monday? Give yourself a week to get settled before leaping in.”


  “I’d really rather start tomorrow.”


  There’s a pause in which he seems to be considering a few things at once: my new hire paperwork, maybe; all the things I’ve been telling him lately over the phone for sure. Perhaps our mutual past. My future. Who I was and who, I’m sure, he still thinks I am.


  He finally sighs. “Okay. Talk to Harold on your way out. Be sure to spell your name carefully so he gets it right.”


  I laugh. Harold was one of my father’s first employees, apparently still happy as paperwork puppet master after nearly twenty years. Even if my name weren’t on the company stationery, he knew me in pigtails.


  I’m halfway to the door when Dad says, “Forgetting something?”


  I turn around. He’s holding up a small keyring. I recognize the shine, meaning they’re newly duplicated, and the fact that there are three: two for the front door’s knob and deadbolt, then one more. Almost certainly the second entrance.


  I take the keys, kiss him on the cheek, and say thanks.


  “Welcome home, Riley,” he says.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER FIVE


  Brandon


  



  



  I’M IN MY TACOMA, CUTTING through Tiny Amsterdam on my way to Old Town and my shitty apartment in the Regency, when my phone rings. I still have a few hours of work left. I’m salaried, not hourly, but if I don’t get back up to Stonegate before end-of-day to watch my guys and gals, someone will inevitably do something stupid. But I’m not going in Shaun’s suit. I’ll be eviscerated by the guys I used to work with, all of whom already rib me for becoming fancy.


  “Brandon,” says a female voice. The voice is husky, like sandpaper. The kind of voice I’ll never be able to find sexy in a woman even though everyone else seems to, given that I grew up listening to this one.


  “Bridget.”


  “Where are you?”


  “Rum Street.”


  “Ah. Are you looking for a hooker this time¸ or just sex toys?”


  “Very funny.”


  “Can you hop into the Broken Halo for me? Pick something up.”


  “Gross.”


  “Not because I want it. So that you can talk to Liz.”


  I roll my eyes. I’ve had my eye on Liz for a while, but she’s not an easy get even though she works at a sex shop in Tiny Amsterdam. I know her from Bridget’s circles and don’t really want to see the girl in her native element. There might be something percolating between us, but it only happens when alcohol’s flowing. Liz and I might finally hook up when the next wave comes, then that will be the end of whatever friendship we have, of course, but that’s okay. Bridget thinks Liz and I might be good for more than a night, but Bridget thinks dumb shit like that, about me, more than she should.


  “What do you need, Bridget?” I sigh.


  “I need you to pull over.”


  “No. I mean, why did you call?”


  “I’ll tell you once you’ve pulled over.”


  I consider protesting and pointing out that everyone in the world talks on cell phones while driving. I also consider lying — either telling Bridget that I have stopped or that I bought one of those hands-free headset things. But instead, I pull up beside a parking meter and kill the engine, because to not do so seems disrespectful. Maybe people drive safely every day while on cell phones, but try saying that while looking into the eyes of someone whose second set of foster parents died in a crash. And that was the set who didn’t hit her.


  “Okay. I’m pulled over. What’s up?”


  Bridget hesitates. It’s only three seconds or so, but it slows my breath. Bridget doesn’t hesitate. To Bridget, life is a game, and you win by punching your opponent in the crotch and taking their pieces while they’re planning their next move. She doesn’t flinch, or back down. Not since Keith, anyway.


  “I need money.”


  “Shit, Bridge. For what?” I don’t protest. She doesn’t like to ask for things, so she must be desperate.


  “Don’t make me beg. If I weren’t waiting for Archive’s fucking quarterlies, which should actually be good this time around, I’d never even consider — ”


  “I’m not prying. I just want to know if I can help.”


  “Yes. You can help by loaning me eight hundred bucks.”


  “Eight hundred!”


  “Jesus, Brandon. I feel bad enough. Don’t make me — ”


  “Stop being so defensive. You don’t want to tell me, fine.” I don’t go on because I’ve already put her on speaker and am trying to reach my bank’s website. Give her the illusion that I can help for at least a little while longer.


  “I’ve got nodules,” she blurts.


  I don’t understand that sentence.


  “Nodules. On my vocal cords. Look. It’s not a big deal, but they can take them off right now, but only if I can give them a deposit ahead of time because I’m still paying off my last thing.”


  Bridget’s “last thing” was a fracture in her femur that hopefully represented the last of Keith’s handiwork. It had been latent since their big incident then suddenly decided to flare up ten months ago and give her a limp. She tried to play it off jokingly as her pirate walk, but I made her get it fixed. She insisted on paying every cent. My protests that I was at fault for Keith fell on deaf ears.


  “Are they … I don’t know … dangerous?”


  “They’re nodules.”


  I also don’t understand that sentence. Is it a yes or a no?


  “I don’t know what the fuck nodules are, Bridget.”


  “Like bumps.”


  “And?”


  She seems exasperated. Not by me; by herself. I’ve known Bridget since we were twelve, back when the foster care system first made us siblings. I know how painful this is for her — not the nodules, but the request for help.


  “I’ll have to have them removed eventually, or they’ll affect my moneymaker.”


  She means her voice. Bridget makes her living as a voice-over actor and an audiobook narrator. Her friends keep saying she should do phone sex, and I’m not sure if it’s a joke, and certainly don’t want to ask.


  “It doesn’t have to be right now,” she says, “but I guess it’s a three- to five-week recovery period, and during that time I can’t work.”


  “Will you be able to speak enough to meddle in my business?”


  “Ha fucking ha. Look. I’m waiting on final edits of Sensation right now, and supposedly that’s at least five weeks. If I get it done now — like right now — I can be back in speaking shape by the time the script comes in. But if I wait, I’ll have a forced three-week break when I can least afford it.”


  She’s right. We had this discussion the other night. She was all excited. Sensation has two sequels, Temptation and Reformation, and the trilogy already has enough gas in print and ebook that her best client, Archive Audiobooks, is ready to pay handsomely. But only if Bridget can keep their time frame … and maybe finally get the tiny break she desperately needs and badly deserves.


  I nod to nobody. I’ve pulled up my bank account, and it looks like my entire net worth has topped out at $791.43. I made it to four digits once. That was a banner day. I supersized my Value Meal. I make decent money with Life of Riley, but it isn’t great. And holy shit, my debt has had children.


  “Eight hundred bucks?” I try to sound casual. Just for kicks, I look inside my wallet, where I keep a twenty folded small for emergencies. Room to spare.


  “I’ll pay you back, I swear.”


  I’d laugh if I thought it wouldn’t insult her. Loaning money to Bridget is like making a Kiva loan. Her repayment rate is stellar, considering what most people would think of the recipient. Secure as Fort Knox. She’ll probably insist on paying interest. She hates imposing that much.


  “I know you will. It’s not a problem.”


  And it’s not. I’ve got a credit card. I’ll be paid again before the bill is due, and I can make the minimum payment as always. Rent is taken care of. I’m just on the goddamned edge, which is where I always seem to be. As a hammer-swinging grunt, I lived at redline. As a foreman, I lived at redline. As team leader, I still live at redline. On paper, I do well. It’s only unexpected, random events that knock me off kilter, and I’d be fine if those unexpected punches would stop coming. Too bad they seem to be nearly as reliable as rent and electric.


  Now, if I could get the promotion? I’d move into six figures for sure. And if a hundred grand per year isn’t enough to sustain my shitty little life, there’s something wrong with the world.


  “So … ?” Bridget says.


  “I’ll bring you a check tonight. No problem.” A check because it’ll look official, like I’m Rockefeller and can spare it easily. Although come to think of it, I’d need to deposit my twenty to write her a check. So it’ll probably be a cashier’s check. Even more official.


  “I’ll pay you back.”


  “You said that.”


  “You’re sure you can afford it?”


  “Of course. No worries.”


  I hear this little stirring on the phone’s other end, and I can picture Bridget warring with an appropriate response. Right now, her dignity wants her to reexplain how she has the money coming and this is just bad timing. But the bigger part of her knows she should be grateful first, defensive later.


  “Thanks,” she says. Then we hang up.


  It’ll be fine. I get paid soon. I have my credit card, and the debt can keep on waiting. I’ve paid 18 percent interest for years; it can keep on building. What do I care?


  I need this promotion. Mason likes me. It’s hard to believe that with one side of my brain, but the other side thinks I’ve got a good shot. If I could move up to vice president, I’d make enough money to get out of debt. To leave the Regency and move into Old Town proper — or maybe Cherry Hill, in time. And it’d be another chance to prove myself. Land deals drive Life of Riley’s profit. The better I do, the more grateful Mason will be, and the more I’ll make.


  Maybe the long road can finally be over. For me, and for Bridget.


  I need to keep being impressive. Keep doing my job as well as I can.


  I slip my wallet back into my pocket. The smooth leather sliding on my palm for some reason reminds me of the touch of the company’s namesake — Miss Riley James herself.


  I shake the thought from my head. I make myself stop picturing the boss’s daughter, start my truck’s engine, and pull back out onto Rum.


  I go home to change. Because for now, I’m still not the kind of man who wears a suit and has money … or resides in developments like I spend my day’s building, living the life of Riley.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER SIX


  Riley


  



  



  THE WAITRESS STARTLES ME NEARLY enough to tip my coffee all over the table — I’m sure it’s an odd breed of college homesickness working its way through my system.


  I told Dad I could take care of myself now — or, more accurately, that I want to take care of myself. I’m twenty-two. I never had to struggle like my friends. Phoebe, who should be here any second, grew up poor and managed to never resent me for having more money by the year while her family stayed where it was. She didn’t get her first job at Key Notes for “something to do” or “to teach me responsibility” like I got mine. And she isn’t a clerk at Très Chic because she loves clothing, though she does. For Phoebe — as for pretty much everyone other than me — working is survival.


  While waiting for Phoebe, I started thinking about my forthcoming independence. About whether it was sensible or bizarre to insist on getting my own place when I already have one with doors I can lock for free. Whether it was grown-up or merely stubborn to demand a job at my father’s company rather than working with Phoebe at Très Chic.


  A boutique job belongs to a kid, whereas a job at a real estate development company is something a proper adult might strive for. But then again, the development job was at my daddy’s company. Would I hold a token job with no true purpose or responsibility … or was I doing what I told myself I was doing, working my way up from the bottom, climbing rungs in a business I’d love to own once upon a someday?


  Was I taking a chance and working hard … or merely the beneficiary of obvious nepotism?


  That’s what I was thinking when I first sat in the booth, alone, looking out across the full tables at the trendy Nosh Pit — a place that didn’t exist when I left for school. So much of Inferno keeps changing. The town used to be home, but not exciting. Now it’s a hot spot.


  I was thinking about how I’d find an apartment, then pay for it with my own money.


  I was thinking about tomorrow, about the job my father would find for me, and whether it was best to accept whatever it was or jockey for something better. Or maybe it would be too good, and I’d have to ask if I could start with something worse.


  I got to thinking about advancement. About working my way up from the bottom.


  And where was the bottom in Life of Riley? You could say it was a position like receptionist, but the real ground floor is in construction. I don’t know all the logistics — yet — but I’m pretty sure Dad used to subcontract then moved construction in house when he realized how much he was blowing on middlemen. Compliance and union issues had been a real pain; I’d been hearing about them on and off when calling or visiting home.


  If I really wanted to start at the bottom, I’d come to work with a hammer.


  I’m not planning to do that, but that man I met today? Brandon Grant? He started in construction. So it’s possible. It does my heart good to see that my legacy is a true meritocracy. Do good work at Life of Riley, and you can rise to vice president. Bearded or not.


  For some reason, Dad’s question about that beard snags in my mind. He was joking, of course. Brandon, if he gets the position, really should at least trim his beard, though. It looked a little overly … well … construction guy-ish. It’d help his chances. I don’t think he needs to shave it. I don’t normally like beards, but on him, it works. He has those soft blue eyes topped by eyebrows that aren’t bushy, or timid. A thoughtful brow, really. Like he was, as Dad said, used to being quiet and absorbing what others said then pondering his way to decision. Short brown hair. A way of behaving that’s not quite shy, but not at all forceful. Strong and silent, judging by my scant moments of exposure.


  “Top you off?”


  I’m so lost in thought that the sudden snap to reality causes me to slap my coffee cup with my hand. I jump a bit in my seat, then turn to see a red-haired waitress standing beside me.


  The waitress seems rattled. She’s holding a coffee pot in one hand and has placed the other across her heart. Other than the coffee pot, she might be someone out for a stroll down the aisle. The Nosh Pit’s trendiness extends to the waitress uniforms: knee-length and pretty-enough-to-pass-for-real dresses, almost formal. They comes with slim black belts, and her no-skid restaurant shoes actually have an open toe and a small heel. The heel must be optional because I also see women in flats, and the waiters are in pressed shirts and what look like shoes worthy of a street side polish stand.


  “I’m so sorry,” she says. “I didn’t mean to sneak up on you.”


  I smile. It comes naturally. Many of Dad’s friends treat restaurant staff like shit, but several of my friends have served. And besides, this girl is probably just a few years older than me. If I’m going to stay in this town and make a proper name for myself, she and I might one day orbit the same circles. Everyone works their way up, and from what I understand, the Nosh Pit is far from the bottom.


  “It’s no problem,” I say. “Just off in the clouds, I guess.”


  “Would you like more coffee?”


  I nod. While she’s filling my cup, I notice a name stitched into the dress. It should look terrible, but the designers managed to make the stitching look almost like a monogram.


  “Abigail,” I say.


  She looks up.


  “Do you go by Abby?”


  “I like Abigail better.”


  I’m just about to say I admire when people use their full names rather than shortening them when Phoebe shows up. She isn’t delicate, and nearly sideswipes the server, as if she thought Abigail was about to steal her seat.


  The server blinks. Her red hair is straight and understated. She has a spray of subtle freckles, and it almost looks like she’s tried to cover them in makeup that’s mostly worn off during her shift. Her nose is tiny and porcelain; the freckles lie across them in a delicate blanket. Normally, I’d never want red hair or freckles for myself, but they look stunning on Abigail, and I’m momentarily jealous. I’m all white teeth and blonde hair. Put me outside on a sunny day, and I swear, I’ll vanish.


  “Hi,” she says to Phoebe. “Can I get you anything?”


  “Coffee.”


  Abigail hangs around for a baffled moment then turns to go. I’m left facing Phoebe, who’s perusing the menu even though I know she won’t order a thing. She told me to meet her at the upscale diner despite having eaten dinner at home. When I suggested we meet at a Starbucks instead, she laughed in a pitying way that suggested I was too uncool to know better.


  “Hi,” I say, making a point to stare her down.


  Phoebe looks up with just her eyes then folds the menu and sticks it off to the side, in the rack with the salt, pepper, and sweeteners. She looks properly up at me then crosses her arms on the table. Phoebe has intense, deep-set brown eyes and a deceptively stylish mop of brown hair. It looks like a mess but is carefully choreographed.


  “So,” she counters.


  I always get the feeling I’m keeping Phoebe from something. It’s easy to forget that she was the one who called me last week, demanding to know when I’d be home so we could hang out again. It’s easy, now, to forget that she called me again today, before I was half-unpacked, and demanded I meet her here the minute I finished.


  “So yourself,” I say.


  Phoebe’s mouth cocks then she’s sliding her tongue into the corner as if thinking, or cleaning her teeth. The impasse breaks, and she sits back.


  “What you been up to?”


  “Oh, just four years of college. You?”


  “Selling clothes.” Her eyes tick toward the red-headed waitress, who’s neared the kitchen. I really do like her uniform. I’d wait tables if I could wear that. “You met Abigail?”


  “You know her?”


  “Of course I know her. I know everyone in town.”


  “No, you don’t,” I counter. Phoebe has always been antisocial. Or, more accurately, she’s antisocial with anyone who doesn’t seem especially hip, which is most people. “You’re an asshole.”


  Her demeanor breaks, and she laughs. “I’m on the upswing. I started taking this course with a life coach online.”


  “What kind of course?”


  “On how to be a life coach.”


  That sounds like a pyramid scheme, but I keep the thought to myself. The idea of Phoebe as a coach, life or not, gives me chills. But she’s always into something, always searching.


  “Anyway, I’ve learned to open up. Network. You know?”


  This is even harder to believe. My father’s employees network, not Phoebe. I try to imagine her handing out business cards and suggesting lunch. Maybe that’s what we’re doing now. Have I been networked?


  “Sure.”


  “I know all the players.”


  “And the waitresses here. They’re players?”


  “Servers know everyone. They hear all sorts of juicy shit.”


  I sit forward. “Okay. Then tell me some ‘juicy shit’ you’ve learned from networking here.”


  “Abigail walked out on rich parents and a full ride at Princeton. Oh, and an asshole boyfriend who was apparently sticking it in everything.”


  “Telling me gossip about the person who told you the gossip doesn’t count.”


  “Okay,” says Phoebe. “See that girl over there?”


  I look where she’s not terribly subtly nodding. There’s another waitress at the diner’s far end, past the stylized chrome stools lining the counter. This waitress also has red hair, but it’s far redder. I wonder if there’s some sort of a dress code for hair, but the only other female server I can see is tall and thin, sharp but gorgeous features and dark-brown hair, her uniform adjusted for maximum tit exposure. On second look, it turns out the waiters and even the cooks all seem beautiful. It’s like eating at a modeling convention. Only the toad-like owner isn’t worthy of a glossy cover.


  “Yeah?” I say.


  “That’s Maya. Got herself knocked up in high school, and the guy ran off or something.”


  I think I remember that. It might even have happened in my high school, certainly before I left. As business-expanding networking goes, Phoebe’s intel is worse than useless.


  “You’re ridiculous,” I say.


  “I didn’t get knocked up,” she says, her posture as defensive as her tone.


  “All you’ve learned while I was gone centers around the Nosh Pit. You’ve achieved the networking equivalent of watching a teen soap opera.”


  Phoebe grabs a sugar packet and throws it at me. It hits me in the face before I can block it then falls into my coffee, paper and all. Phoebe raises her hands, making her stylish black pullover drape from her arms like a bat, and says, “Score!”


  “Seriously? Are you still at Très Chic?”


  “Just until I get my coaching credentials.”


  I want to fast-forward past this part. It’s embarrassing. Phoebe has had so many great ideas that haven’t panned out, it’s amazing that she still believes every new thing will be the one that finally works. But I don’t pity her. Phoebe is a happy mess. I’m more or less organized, now with a college degree in business, but I feel like more of a mess. Phoebe’s delusion means she has it made. My clarity, by comparison, kind of sucks.


  “You’re not impressed? I talk to everyone. Either I talk to them while they’re buying clothes — ”


  “ — at a fancy boutique store that most people can’t afford.”


  “ — or they’re eating in here or at other places where the staff is my ear to the ground. So yeah. I’m Grand Central, Honey.”


  I glance at the waitresses. I wonder if they know they’re part of Phoebe’s delusional master plan. I wonder if they realize they’re apparently Phoebe’s good friends, or even that they know her at all.


  “Who do you want to know about? Try me, Bitch.”


  “Nobody.”


  “Your dad. Want to know what he’s been up to?”


  I wonder if that’s a threat. She could say anything.


  “No thanks.”


  “Because, you know, maybe he’s been dating.”


  “I don’t want to hear it. Not from you, anyway.”


  “How about Police Chief Wood?”


  “I don’t care.”


  “Stygian Hart?”


  “Who the hell is Stygian Hart? Is he the big crazy guy?”


  “Frightening. Not crazy.” She points at me as if this is an important distinction, or as if I’ve accidentally insulted an institution. Then she crosses her arms. I’ve seen this before. It means I’m not playing along and need to hop on board. I love Phoebe. She’s always been one of my best friends, but she’s also always been nuts. I remember the time she insisted we engineer her Big Wheel to fly.


  I sigh. Then something occurs to me. Something I’d been wondering about anyway, so I might as knock two birds from my sky.


  “Okay, I say. Brandon Grant.”


  “What?”


  “You want me to test you? Fine. Do you know Brandon Grant?”


  Of course she won’t. But this will shut her up, and we can get back to talking about sensible things. This is the problem with Phoebe: She walks into everything with assumptions, and it’s her conversational opponent’s job to defeat her or lose gracefully. Ironically, this same trait is an asset at Très Chic, where beating her customers into acknowledging her superior sense of fashion increases both her reputation and commissions.


  A small smile cracks across her dark-painted lips. Her brown eyes light up. “Of course I know Brandon.”


  And she does, too. I can tell the difference after so much time knowing Phoebe. The devilish way she’s looking at me now makes me uneasy, though — as if she knows something about my inquiry that I’m not eager to admit. Or, worse, as if she knows him from firsthand experience.


  I started this. I try to make my voice casual. “How?”


  There’s a long, drawn-out moment wherein I can tell Phoebe is trying to torture me. In that second, I’m sure she’s slept with him. She’s kissed those lips. She’s felt those strong hands on her skin. She’s gripped those arms — arms that even through his suit, I knew would be hard and tan from his time building houses.


  But then Phoebe’s head tips, and she kind of lets go. Abigail has returned with Phoebe’s coffee and flinches, as if she thinks Phoebe is about to faint.


  After Abigail is gone, Phoebe sips her black coffee and says, “I know him through his sister, Bridget.”


  “Oh.”


  “Foster sister, actually.”


  “He was a foster kid?” For some reason, this doesn’t make me feel bad for Brandon; it immediately elevates him in my mind. Now he didn’t just climb up from construction to potential veep. Now he’s almost a rags-to-riches story. You couldn’t get more all American than that. You couldn’t be more respectable, having mined all you had from nothing.


  Phoebe nods. She takes another sip. “Bridget is going to be one of my customers.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “She was window shopping all the time, so I started talking to her. I decided I liked her style. She’s tough. So I stole some stuff for her. But she told me to piss off. Those are the words she used: ‘Piss off, Phoebe. I’m not some sort of charity case.’ She was superinsulted. But she’s doing some big audiobook right now?”


  Phoebe says it like a question. I don’t respond, so she waves it away. I recognize the formation of another trademark Phoebe Reese open loop. I’ll probably never learn about the big audiobook, how she does them, how someone makes big money “doing” an audiobook, or why she’ll one day be a great customer.


  “Anyway,” Phoebe says. This is how Phoebe ends a conversation.


  “My dad’s considering Brandon as his new vice president.”


  “He’s hot, isn’t he?” Phoebe says out of the blue.


  “He’s cute.”


  Phoebe points at me with the finger of inspiration and says, “You should hit that.”


  “Oh. Okay.” I laugh.


  “Seriously. I’d hit that.” She puts her fingers on her chin then shifts her jaw to the side, thinking. “A few years ago? — yeah, maybe it was a few years ago — your dad was building Forking … Forking Paths?” She raises her eyebrows to see if that’s right, but I have no idea what projects Life of Riley has built while I’ve been away. “Anyway. It’s right on my walk to work. They started up front, building the model home they use to show people around, I guess? And all the guys were out working with their shirts off. And then I spot this lumberjack guy. Your boy.”


  I want to say he’s not my boy, but the words give me a thrill. As does the description I know is coming.


  “They’re all sweaty, you know? Oiled up like … like strippers or something.”


  We both giggle, and the next table looks over.


  “I got that view for a little while then the crew moved into the interior homes. So I changed my walking route. I just walked until I found him.”


  I want to ask what his chest looks like. What his arms look like. But really, this isn’t something I should be indulging. He might be my father’s vice president. Do I want to be that girl, ogling the man in charge? So much for making it on my own; everyone would assume I was angling for something if they caught me drooling.


  “Anyway, yeah, I know him. Ha.” And that’s when I remember that this started as a challenge, with me positing that Phoebe didn’t know everyone after all.


  The moment pops like a balloon. She’s moved on, now stirring three packets of sugar into her coffee. She drank half of it black, and now wants it sweet. But not just sweet — diabetes sweet.


  I laugh. I look around a little, spotting the servers one by one. I let a minute pass, ready to talk if Phoebe tries to start a new topic. But she doesn’t, so I choose my time then casually speak.


  “So I should hit that,” I say, quoting Phoebe, trying to make it sound like I think the idea is ridiculous. But it’s the very idea of my finding it ridiculous that’s crazy, seeing as I was eighteen the last time Phoebe and I hung out. I did tend to drool over guys a lot back then. I still kind of want to, honestly. But that’s exactly what Dad expects me to do, and drooling over his up-and-comer isn’t the best way to prove myself as a pro.


  “You said he’s moving up in the company, right? So, yeah. Hit it. You’ve got access.”


  “I don’t hook up with guys because I have ‘access.’”


  Phoebe makes a little pfft sound.


  “Besides, I just got out of a relationship. It’s time to just be me.”


  “You don’t have to be him,” Phoebe says. “Just hit it.”


  But that’s not me, and Phoebe knows it. I want to ask more, but that’ll make this more obvious. I’ve said enough. I’ve shown my interest. I’m not here to be boy crazy. I’m not here to be a flighty little girl. I’m here to be a professional.


  If my father thinks he knows who I am, it’s my job, right now, to convince him I’ve become someone else. Someone capable of being responsible and level-headed. The kind of person who doesn’t change her walking path every morning in search of bare-chested men to ogle.


  But before saying anything else, I look down into my cream-colored coffee, stirring slowly, and seem to see Brandon Grant in its depths. Stripping off his vice-presidential, powerful, ambitious shirt and picking up a hammer, a saw, anything that makes his muscles flex and his skin gleam with perspiration.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER SEVEN


  Brandon


  



  



  GIVING BRIDGET THE MONEY SHE needed hurts more than I’d have thought. Not only does it empty my bank account and dip into the cash I have on hand, it also reminds me just how thin I’ve stretched myself.


  If I’d had real parents, I suppose they’d have taught me the value of money from both ends. I hear this is how it works from guys like Grady and Shaun, both of whom grew up with allowances and curfews. I’d have learned that money shouldn’t be spent frivolously because it comes from hard work, not privilege. No worries on that lesson; I got that one in spades. But I’d also have learned to spend within my means and not buy anything I can’t afford. I did less well with this one. One company offered me a credit card at age twenty, and I used it to buy stuff that I couldn’t always afford but needed — like food, toothpaste, and clothes. Then someone else offered me a card, and I bought more, drifting further from necessary. Credit lines were always small, and I never lived far above the poverty line, but I still managed to rack up some hefty balances.


  After depleting my account and wallet, I stopped by a convenience store for a gallon of milk and accidentally tried to pay with my maxed-out card.


  When I realized my mistake, I pulled out my second maxed-out card.


  I got it right on the third try, but the two incorrect attempts made me think to check my balance when I got home. What I found made me pull out a calculator. Yes, I think I can make it to payday, but only just. And then I’ll still have to watch my ass for a while if I expect to fill my account in time to empty it again for rent. So much for at least having the safety of credit cards.


  Giving Bridget that money didn’t just cost me $800. It cost a lot of dignity.


  I slouch down on the couch anyway, trying to make my body casual. If someone were to barge in here, what position of arms and legs and torso would make the newcomer decide in an instant, “Now here’s a man who doesn’t give a shit”? What would make them know, just by looking, that I’m above it all, without a care in the world? I try to form that shape, hoping to convince myself.


  It’s cool. Even if I have to be late on rent, I can be late, right? They won’t kick me out if there’s a two-week delay — just long enough to get my next paycheck?


  And if that fails, I have friends. I don’t want to ask anyone for money, but if I had to, I could. And if they didn’t have money to give me — because, really, it’s not like I know Caspian White — I could always, if I got kicked out somehow, crash on Shaun’s couch, couldn’t I?


  Of course I could.


  I try to pretend that these thoughts are comforting. I try to pretend I’ve analyzed my situation to its logical worst-case scenario and found it not terrible, or irredeemable. I don’t owe thousands to loan sharks coming to break my legs. I’m in debt to the credit card companies, but that’s normal in the Western world. I’m fine. Yes, it had occurred to me more than once lately that I was living redline, and that was before Bridget’s loan. But I’ll be okay. I make a decent wage, and now that I’ve paid some shit off, I can start letting it pile up. Small piles, but piles nonetheless.


  I look around, sighing.


  I don’t want to keep living in a place like this. Yes, I could save a few bucks here and there if there weren’t any more emergencies and if I stayed at the Regency. But do I really want to live on the edge of Little Amsterdam? Do I really want to feel one step above a flophouse? Do I really not want more?


  I build nice houses in Cherry Hill all day long — originally as a carpenter, and now as a team leader. I watch the walls of large floor plans go up board by board. I watch my crew set trusses that span wide rooms, create vaulted ceilings and two-story great rooms with skylights. I survey the work of electricians who’ve wired five bedrooms. When a home is nearly finished, I inspect the tile work in spacious kitchens and multiple-head showers floored in slate.


  I spend all day with my mind inside houses of my dreams then come home to this.


  I don’t want to, but I find my thoughts moving to our model homes. To our options packages. To our price sheets.


  I ignore the truth that I’d have trouble qualifying for a mortgage and ballpark the down payment it would take to move into one of my many work homes, plus the monthly mortgage. That’s enough to depress me. It makes me want to go to a bar. To see if I can find some company. It’s not hard to find women. It’s hard that none stick, and I don’t want them to. The way I feel now, I won’t drink lightly or make smart decisions. I’ll find a girl who’s like junk food — good for a moment, but nothing more. We’d both leave satisfied … but we’d leave, for sure.


  I want to do it anyway. I want to forget for a while then deal with feeling bad in the morning.


  The only thing that stops me is that spending even a few bucks on a single beer seems horribly irresponsible.


  I wonder if Mason’s daughter hits the bars. Not the ones I usually visit, of course, but the upscale ones in Cherry Hill or Old Town. 


  I wonder if I could justify going out, if I could go to one of those bars. I don’t have my suit anymore, but I remember the swagger. I could pass for one of them. I play below my station anyway. I’m not a hammer monkey anymore. If I didn’t end up digging into jobs as much as I shouldn’t, I suppose I’d qualify as a white-collar guy. I don’t wear fancy shirts to work, but most have a collar since my last promotion.


  How expensive could drinks at the Old Town bars be, really?


  I wonder if Riley is much of a drinker.


  I wonder if I found her, if she’d be friendly enough to talk for a while.


  Then I wonder why I think she’d need to be drunk to have a conversation me. But maybe that’s not what I’m wondering. Maybe I’m wondering if she’d go home with me, since that’s where this whole going out chain of thought initially started.


  I sigh. I can’t afford it. There’s a roof over my head and beers (but not company) in the refrigerator. My friends aren’t people who like to chat on the phone, so I’ll have to be alone with my thoughts. I can do it if I try. I can be an optimist. Hell, I am an optimist. I did a good thing today. I helped my sister, unlike the time I didn’t interfere and left her with Keith. Now she’ll be able to get her surgery in the time frame she needs. It won’t interfere with her work. She should do well with this new audiobook trilogy and the work that will inevitably follow. I’ll endure two weeks at critical then recover slowly but surely.


  Or, if I get the job I went in for today, I’ll recover quickly.


  Mason didn’t tell me the salary he had in mind for his VP of Land Acquisition, but it has to be nice. Companies don’t pay their vice presidents thirty grand a year. They pay them six figures at least. Maybe moderate to high six figures. And what would I be able to do if my salary suddenly tripled or quintupled? How quickly would I leave this shithole? How instantly would my problems be over, debt paid, credit cards clean, and worries erased?


  With a salary and a cushion, I might be able to consider buying a Cherry Hill home in six months. A half year from the bottom to my ideal version of the top, setting my own toaster on those imported tile countertops.


  Holy shit, would that be amazing.


  I wonder if I’ll get it. I wonder if Mason will promote me. Three years ago, I was hanging sheetrock; now I’m touring headquarters and contemplating a job that might pay $200K or more. I’m definitely a rising star, as humble as I usually think I am. And although I know I’m not the only candidate, I get the feeling I’m one with a decent shot.


  I wonder how I can make Mason James like me more. I wonder how I can suck up enough to get that position because, holy hell, would that solve everything.


  The phone rings. To my surprise, it’s Margo, who Mason described as his Gal Friday. She wants to know if, instead of heading to the Stonegate project tomorrow, I mind dressing down and heading to an area not far from Reed Creek instead. It’s a place I recognize because I used to hike around Reed and the hills beyond.


  She wants me to scout the land. It’s the kind of thing an acquisitions guy might do. Maybe even the vice president.


  I grab a pen and my electric bill, preparing to take notes on the back of the envelope.


  “Sure,” I say. “Where specifically?”


  Instead of giving me an address, a vague description, a parcel number, or GPS coordinates, Margo tells me that I’ll get everything I need on arrival.


  Margo seemed plenty smart enough to realize what’s wrong with this request, so I give her a few minutes to recognize it without my pointing it out. But once she’s closing the conversation and preparing to hang up, I interject.


  “Hang on,” I say. “I still need an address or something, at least.” Maybe I’ll get all I need when I get there, but how the hell am I supposed to arrive without knowing where I’m headed?


  “I don’t have it on hand,” Margo says. “Sorry. I’m away from home.”


  “But … ”


  Margo laughs. “Oh, right. I guess I forgot something kind of important.”


  I ready my envelope and pen. Vague directions, here we come.


  “She’ll pick you up. That way, you’ll have the survey equipment, which is in one of the company trucks.”


  “Who will pick me up?”


  “Mason’s daughter. Looks like she’s the new intern.”


  I’m already thinking about the promotion to vice president. I was just wondering how to make Mr. James like me better than the other candidates. And for some reason, Margo’s words are a wrench in the works. I feel nervous in a blink. Jittery. Like I might start sweating, even though it’s cold in here.


  “That sounds fine,” I lie.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER EIGHT


  Riley


  



  



  I WEAVE DOWN FROM CHERRY Hill to Old Town, trying to stay awake.


  Margo told me to pick Brandon up at Hill of Beans coffee shop, which struck me as strange since Margo made the rules and set the pickup time for 7 a.m. I assumed I’d be going to his house, but for some reason she said he’d be at the coffee shop. I told Margo yesterday that I’d want to stop for coffee anyway and that I’d just pick him up and then drive through Starbucks, which is on the way and doesn’t require us to get out of the truck. But she said Brandon had been specific: He wasn’t there to pick up coffee. He was there because he’d already be there, implying he’d been there for hours.


  I wonder if I really want to spend my morning with someone so eager. I hate playing into clichés, but it’s true that I got used to staying up late and sleeping in at college. I sprang up and out of the house with a smile so that Dad would see I’m capable of holding a normal schedule, but I started to droop once inside the truck. I haven’t had my coffee either. Getting dressed took all the time I could eke out of this morning’s wee hours.


  I could have moved faster if I’d just pulled my hair back, rubbed on some deodorant, and gone out in whatever I could dig quickly out of my still-unpacked boxes. But I didn’t sleep that well and dragged myself out of bed at just after six. It seemed proper to shower. It then felt proper not just to pull my hair back, but to take ten minutes to dry and tame it. My decently prepped hair looked funny without makeup, so I put on a low-key, five-minute face, mainly trying to hide my tired eyes. By then it was sunny out and I knew the day would be warm, so I said what the hell and put on a light sundress. Choosing my sandals took the rest of my time, and now, as I pull to a stoplight, I catch my reflection. I flash the mirror a toothy smile and realize that it all seems fake. I look like a moderately cute zombie.


  And in that instant, I feel ridiculous.


  I’m not in my little car. I’m in this huge truck. It has double wheels in the back, and I’m constantly afraid I’m going to sideswipe the people around me. The mirrors stick out too far, and I had to open the window while driving to manually adjust them. It blew my hair everywhere, and I haven’t been able to tame it. Now I look stupid. I’m a tiny girl in an enormous truck, in a sundress and strappy sandals. Why didn’t I just wear jeans? There’s survey equipment in the back, and I have to assume we’ll be tromping about since the goal is to investigate a large swatch of land.


  I should have brought a picnic basket. That would fit my look so much better.


  I pull the enormous Life of Riley truck into the Hill of Beans parking lot. Like everything in Old Town, Hill of Beans is in a hundred-year-old building along a street never intended for modern traffic. Everything is too narrow, and I have to thread this behemoth between buildings to reach the back lot. By the time I’ve parked, I already resent Brandon. I’m tired. I really will have to get out of the truck, as opposed to hitting Starbucks, which has a nice, wide drive-through and sits on a more contemporary street.


  But as I’m about to unbuckle, the passenger door opens and Brandon is climbing into the cabin, drink carrier in hand. He settles then takes one of the two cups and extends it toward me.


  “Do you drink coffee?” 


  I look down. It’s like he’s given me a million dollars. Or a puppy. Or an orgasm in a paper cup. I take it eagerly, resisting the urge to pour the desperately needed fuel down my throat.


  “Yes! Thank you.”


  “I didn’t know if you’d want it with cream or what, so I got a bunch.” He shakes a small paper bag he’d balanced in the carrier. I take it and doctor my coffee. He’s managed the perfect recipe: three little creamers, two packets of Equal, and a stirrer. Literally nothing goes to waste.


  I sip the coffee. I know it’s all in my head, but the first tablespoon that drips into me is like liquid energy. I feel instantly better. More alive. I give him a genuine smile, hopefully not too much like a cute zombie.


  I turn to look properly at Brandon. He’s worn a dress shirt and slacks. It’s not nearly as fine as yesterday’s suit, but he certainly looks like a pro.


  He looks at me and says, “Margo told me to dress down. Didn’t she tell you to dress down?”


  I actually look away. I almost say, Oh, you mean this old dress? Instead I say, “You don’t seem dressed down.”


  “Dressed down more than you.” He’s looking me over. His eyes spend too much time on my legs.


  “You’re not dressed down at all.”


  “We might have to hike through weeds.”


  “Good thing I’m in a summery dress, perfect for skipping through meadows then.” It’s not a bad answer. But Margo did tell me to dress down because we’d be off site and trekking through undeveloped land. I think her specific advice was to wear jeans and boots. I’m not sure why I didn’t listen. I must be exhausted.


  Brandon shrugs. I catch a flash of his blue eyes before he looks away.


  He sips his coffee. I catch myself looking at his arms, wondering back at the things Phoebe said about watching him shirtless.


  “Don’t you have a bag?” I ask.


  “Bag?”


  “Weren’t you working?”


  It takes him a minute to understand, but then he looks away again. I’d assumed he’d come here with something — a computer, papers to peruse, something he’d be working on before I’d shown up. But he has nothing.


  “I just wanted to get a cup of coffee,” he says.


  “I told Margo it’d have been easier to drive through Starbucks.”


  “I wanted Hill of Beans.”


  “Is this on the way? Starbucks is on the way. I could have picked you up at your place.”


  “Jesus!” he snaps. “Starbucks? Really? How about supporting our local businesses?”


  I blink. He’d seemed so quiet yesterday, but today the guy’s touchy. Maybe he’s not an early riser, either.


  I don’t respond. I’m annoyed by his holier-than-thou dig at my sense of town pride, but I guess I can give him the benefit of the doubt.


  I press the brake, wishing he’d be chivalrous and offer to drive but not willing, after that burst of snippiness, to ask. I have the seat almost all the way up and can still barely reach the pedals.


  As I start the arduous process of turning around in the small Hill of Beans back lot, I catch Brandon looking at me. I jockey back and forth, exaggerating the difficulty with much sighing and grunting so he’ll get the point and relieve me. He never stops watching.


  By the time the truck is fully turned, annoyance has replaced fatigue. Brandon not offering to take the wheel now feels like an affront, and every second he refuses to help is like giving me the finger.


  “What?” I snap.


  Brandon’s head flicks away, his gaze now out the windshield.


  “Nothing.”


  “You keep looking at me. Is something wrong?”


  “No.”


  But I’m sure there is. He’s been assessing my dress, which has ridden up on the truck’s seat. He’s seeing my insensible footwear. He’s probably noticing the way I did my hair and put on some makeup. I don’t wear much jewelry, but I’m sure that right now my small silver hoop earrings look overly delicate. I must seem naive to him — a girl out of her element.


  I’ll bet he even talked to my father. In fact, that’s probably what all of this is about. I told Dad I was ready to start work at the company I hoped to one day take over, but instead of being proud of me and explaining Life of Riley’s profit model, he essentially patted me on the head and gave me a token job suited for ill-prepared, silly-little-rich-girl college kids recently home from school and deluded about their futures. He says I’m an all-purpose intern so I can learn the ropes from the bottom, but let’s face it: I’m here to fill space. To stay occupied. To have something to do during the day, before I go to the clubs and dance all night with cute guys who my silly little brain can’t help but giggle endlessly over.


  Dad probably sent me to pick up Brandon so he could keep an eye on me.


  Now, Brandon, don’t expect too much from her. She’s just back from school and is feeling all bright-eyed and overly optimistic. She’ll want to help, but make sure you watch her if she tries. Supposedly, she has her degree in business, but let’s face it — that’s just because the college board knows me. Keep her safe. Make sure she doesn’t twist an ankle out there. The ridiculous little thing will probably do something absurd, like show up for a survey in sandals and a sundress.


  My jaw has been sliding back and forth, assessing Brandon as he looks through the windshield. I watch him swallow, as if he’s afraid of me.


  Finally, I slide the transmission into drive, and we pull out of the lot, onto the street, turning toward the lands outside Old Town, between the historic center and Cherry Hill.


  “Why do you wear that beard?” My voice sounds angry in my ears. The question is clearly loaded — spoken as more than an idle query — but I don’t care. If he and my father are going to discuss me behind my back, I’m allowed to be bothered. And if he’s not going to offer to drive the truck like a man, I’m allowed to be gruff. I keep both hands on the big wheel. I want to drink more of the coffee, but now it seems tainted.


  “I just like having a beard.” His eyes flick toward me then away. I don’t like that gaze. But I also kind of want him to keep doing it.


  “It makes you look like a lumberjack. What successful person has a beard?”


  “Richard Branson.”


  The question was supposed to be rhetorical. I’m irritated that he answered, especially so fast.


  “If you really want to get the vice presidency, you should shave it.”


  “Why?”


  “It’s unprofessional.”


  “It’s hair.”


  “It doesn’t look right for a vice president.”


  “Now you’re judging me on my appearance,” he says. “What if I were black?”


  “That’s not remotely the same.”


  “Sure it is.”


  “No it’s not! I am not racist!”


  “You’re just beardist.”


  He’s really annoyed me. He’s really, really, really annoyed me. I need to stay angry. I don’t like being called a racist. Not that he called me one. But he made the analogy. In order to point out that I’m a total beardist.


  I catch movement in the corner of my eyes and look over to see him looking at me — but this time, at my face.


  “Fucking dirty beardist,” he says, deadpan.


  That makes me laugh hard enough that I almost rear-end the car in front of us. But it’s okay. Because after that, things are better, and we ride the rest of the way to Reed Creek in amicable quiet while the sun slowly rises behind us.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER NINE


  Brandon


  



  



  I HAVE NO IDEA WHY Riley wore what she wore for this job. I hate it. I hate it because the fabric falls perfectly on her small frame — inch-wide straps hanging from sun-kissed shoulders, the rise and fall of her body evident from the way the dress lies against her skin, the way the seat belt separates her breasts and gravity causes the dress to sway downward between her knees. In the morning sun, her blonde hair shines like gossamer. Her profile is beautiful. She has a small nose and ripe-looking lips that are somewhere between pink and red.


  If I saw Riley in a bar, I’d definitely talk to her. If she weren’t my boss’s daughter, I’d definitely try to take her home.


  But she is my boss’s daughter.


  And if I saw her in a bar and took her home, that would sink my chances of rising at Life of Riley. It might even end everything for me at the company, and leave me with three years down the drain.


  But still, I can’t stop peeking over at her.


  I loved what happened with her face when she laughed a moment ago. Her smile is wide, white, and all teeth. It should look odd, but it doesn’t. It’s the most genuine smile I’ve ever seen. And when she laughed, that wide smile split in the middle and her blue-green eyes narrowed to slits. It was such an innocent, almost helpless exhalation of emotion. A tiny moment of bliss. I’d done that to her to her, and I wanted to do it again.


  I look over now. She’s so small behind the wheel of the huge truck. I should probably be driving, but I can’t make myself stop gawking at how she looks over there. There’s something primal at play, watching her handle the largeness and boldness of it all, juxtaposed with how young and sweet the outfit makes her look. As if she were shooting a gun in that pretty little dress, or cranking a giant machine.


  But she catches me looking again, and I remind myself to keep my eyes forward. She’s off limits — there’s no point in thinking anything other than the most professional thoughts.


  Which is why I’m so annoyed that she wore what she did. There are sure to be dicey places in the land we’re about to check out, but it’s summertime in Inferno Falls, and that means there will be a lot of tall grass, too. She’s going to walk through that grass, and I’m going to look over at her and see this perfect vision of feminine purity: the girl in a dress walking a meadow. Maybe there will be little wildflowers. And maybe she’ll pick some and slip them behind her ear. Maybe she’ll gather enough for a bouquet, and I’ll have to watch her walk toward me, toward the truck, flowers clasped in front of her, her legs long, hair flowing, smile full of youthful wonder.


  I don’t want to see that.


  I want her in jeans.


  Baggy jeans.


  Dirty jeans.


  Maybe smelly jeans.


  I want her in a big, stained work shirt. I want her hair in a ratty mess. I want her feet in clodhoppers. I want to see her picking her nose, wiping wax from her ear, throwing up drunk. I want to be repulsed. But then the truck is stopping, and I look over to see her turning to step out. I catch the swish of fabric. The shift that brings her hem up too high. The long, graceful swing of toned legs. The turn of her head, swinging hair, her face turning as she exits with another one of her big smiles.


  I sit in the cab for an extra second. The door closes, but instead of waiting for me, Riley is already moving into the undeveloped property, and I have to watch the dress move on her body.


  I get out. I nearly step into a puddle, ruining my good pair of shoes. And that’s when I realize that I should have done as Margo suggested. I should have worn old jeans and boots and a T-shirt, but for some reason I couldn’t. Same as how I couldn’t let Riley pick me up at the Regency and see where I live.


  I tell myself I did those things because impressing Riley is the same as impressing Mason, and that seeming pro in front of her will raise my standing with her father.


  I almost believe it.


  In front of me, she turns. “I know this place.”


  I look around. I definitely don’t.


  “Reed Creek is over that way.” She points. “My friends and I used to explore it. Follow the water. See where it went.”


  She starts to walk away. I think she might be headed somewhere, but she’s just craning around for a better look. This land is on a hill, but it’s not a remarkable hill in itself. It strikes me as the perfect kind of land to develop. Done right, building here will enhance the look of this place rather than appear as a blight. As I’ve moved up at Life of Riley, that’s been a goal of mine: to improve what needs improving, but leave things as they are if best left alone. Over and over, I’ve seen wonderful bits of land filled with ugly houses, so I don’t want to do the same. If I get the vice presidency and find myself in charge of Land Acquisition, I’ll be specific about our chosen sites. This property, for instance, is near Reed Creek, land that I’d never dare disturb. It’s beautiful down there. This? It’s just sort of nothing.


  “I know Reed.”


  “But this land?” Riley looks around then points in the opposite direction. “We used to play horses out here.”


  I don’t know what that means, and I must look it because she laughs.


  “My friend Eva and me. She lived just there — ” She points a third time. “And so when I went to her place, a lot of times we ended up here. Well, not here, but down there, just past that ridge. How far does this land go?”


  I tell her I don’t know. I’m not a surveyor. If I get the job, I’ll probably try to learn a bit more, and I’m sure there’s a GPS thing they use, but for now I use the transits as telescopes. There are surely boundary pins out there somewhere, but I don’t plan on stumbling through the grass to find them. I’ll ballpark it. If the company and seller are serious, and if I end up being the man in charge, I’ll return with a crew and do this better, more accurately.


  “Probably off of the land Dad’s looking to buy, then,” she says. “Down there somewhere. And Eva, she was really into horses. There’s this old abandoned barn down there. Charming, not creepy. And so she put signs in it, naming her invisible horses. One room was the tack room. Where her bridles and lines and halters and stuff would hang one day.”


  “My sister used to want a horse,” I say. But I feel dumb. I’m just making noise. This is Riley’s story, and I know almost nothing about horses beyond their having four legs. But Bridget used to pretend, although without the benefit of a genuine barn. The so-called home we shared as siblings was in the armpit of a city.


  “I wish I had a sister,” Riley says.


  “She’s not really my sister,” I blurt, though I have no idea why. 


  Riley looks at me.


  “She’s my foster sister.”


  And I really don’t know why I said that. I went all the way to Hill of Beans so Riley wouldn’t see my apartment. I parked my beloved but beat-up truck on the street so she wouldn’t see that, either. And now I’ve said the F-word, blowing it all. Because who has “foster” in their history other than poor people?


  Maybe she’ll assume I’m doing better now. That I overcame a rough past. But no, I can see on her face that she already knows. Someone told her. And I feel exposed, as if I’m a phony and she’s seeing right through me.


  But instead of commenting, Riley turns back to look across the land. I don’t know why, but the gentle way her dress billows as she spins works to break my heart.


  She laughs, still looking away. “I guess it never dawned on me until now.”


  “What?” I ask.


  “Do you know Ticket to Ride?”


  I shake my head. Then I realize she can’t see me, so I say, “No.”


  “Riding stables,” she says. “It’s across the valley. Not here at all. But Eva owns it. I never made the connection to that old memory. She’s older than me, and she bought Ticket to Ride just before I left for school.” Riley looks toward me, and there’s that smile again. “I guess she got her wish to have horses after all.”


  I’m a little uncomfortable, so I walk back to the truck, grab a scope, and start looking around. Riley comes over even though I’d rather she stay where she was. Her proximity makes me uneasy. She’s radiating something that makes my skin prickle like a panic response. My chest feels full, but my head is spinning.


  “Are we going to walk it?”


  “I am. You can come with if you want. Or stay here.” As much as I find myself wanting to be near her, I hope she’ll choose the latter.


  “Oh. Okay.”


  “In a bit. I want to just peek around a little first. Try and imagine this place with houses.”


  “Sure.”


  I’m looking through one of the scopes when I see her from the corner of my eye. I turn to her.


  “Is this place … ” I pause, not knowing how to say this other than in the most ridiculous but honest way. “Is it sentimental for you?” I finish.


  She snaps out of whatever is holding her. She smiles right at me, and something sighs inside. “Oh, no. The barn was down the hill, and it was knocked down years ago. I don’t know that we ever came up anywhere near this far. It’s just that … ”


  “What?”


  “The creek,” she says. “I haven’t been back to the creek since I’ve been home.”


  Part of me is relieved because the development plans definitely doesn’t include anything on the creek. I’m sure I’m not the only blossoming land developer with a conscience, but I might be the only one with this odd, nostalgic feeling for land. I don’t like it when places that carry old memories are bulldozed without thought. I’m even bothered by knocking down trees because you never know who might have climbed them, built forts in their branches, or hidden behind them during hide ‘n’ seek. If I had my way, I’d try to acquire land that wasn’t already wooded, and build around existing trees whenever possible. My crews would hate me for making their jobs harder, but we’d save on landscaping and have ambiance that few new communities could ever hope to offer.


  I hold the scope up to my eye again when I notice her starting to walk away.


  “Where are you going?”


  “I want to see the creek.”


  I let her walk a few more steps before turning to follow, knowing it’s the wrong direction if I’m here to survey the land for the company, knowing I should move away from Riley rather than toward her, knowing that heading somewhere quieter with her is a terrible idea.


  But I’m hardly thinking.


  Her dress sways in front of me like a metronome. I follow like a man in a trance.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TEN


  Riley


  



  



  I CAN HEAR BRANDON’S FOOTSTEPS behind me, but I don’t turn. A bit farther down, the grass was mowed at least once in the spring, and the worst of the brush is kept low. The air smells like lavender, and the sun is warm. There’s the slightest of breezes, and I can feel it swirling in interrupted gusts on my legs.


  I wonder why Brandon is coming. I assumed he had work to do higher on the hill, and I just wanted to kill time while he did his whatever with scopes and paperwork. Margo’s assignment for me — as a mere intern — was to gather the gear and give the new prospect a ride. I’d take further directions from Brandon. And if he had things to do that didn’t involve me, I’d visit old memories.


  Not the one with Eva. Those are behind us, in the direction we didn’t go.


  The other memories.


  It takes longer than I anticipate to reach the meadow’s edge. I’m not exactly an expert at reading topographical maps, but I did glance at what Margo gave me and know the property in question doesn’t border the creek. We parked at the land’s edge. I walked away, leaving the area that Brandon came to investigate.


  We’re tromping across someone else’s land … maybe a few someones because it’s five solid minutes of plodding before I find my bearings.


  Five minutes of heading the wrong way, away from the job, with Brandon mindlessly following.


  Five minutes of quiet, wondering what he’s thinking back there. He has to know it’s the wrong direction and that time is wasting, but he says nothing.


  Five minutes without any questions. Five minutes of trust. Five minutes in which only the crushing of grass tells me I’m not the only person in the world.


  I said I was going to the creek.


  He dropped what we came here to do and is following me, as if this was the point all along.


  The grassy area ends on an apron of tall pines. Here, because of the carpet of soft needles underfoot, there’s almost no undergrowth. Once I feel that cushion beneath me, the direct light vanishes, and it’s all muted, slivers of reflected light leaving the place in shadows like I remember.


  I see the same small outcrop of rocks.


  Two trees, not pines, are wound in a braid. I remember them, too.


  And I can hear the creek ahead. It’s not a big stream, but the section through here is rocky and moves at a decent clip. The sound is burbling and rushing, perfectly telegraphed through this relatively sparse section of woods. I can almost see it in my mind.


  I can almost remember some of the bigger rocks on the shore, the way their shapes form a big funnel, or a slide.


  I can almost remember the rope swing someone built to sway above it, and how nobody but a fool would try to use the decayed old thing even back when.


  I haven’t been here in forever, and yet I remember every step.


  We must have parked in the field below then come up through the same pine apron from the other side.


  But this section? I’m sure we used to come through here. I see it all, as if nothing has changed.


  We finally arrive at the creek. By now, its chattering voice is like a third person — and that’s all the more apparent given that neither Brandon nor I have spoken a word. And it’s exactly as I remember.


  We usually sat over there. That’s where the blanket went.


  That’s the rock I called my throne.


  Oh, God. Why did I come here? It wasn’t on the tour. I lived in Cherry Hill without returning to the creek for nine years before I went off to college. It’s like I deleted this place from my mind — not because it was bad, but because it was wonderful, full of favorite memories.


  Brandon comes up beside me. I don’t precisely see or hear him. It’s more that I can feel him standing there, the way you can sense a small space even if you have no real way to know you’re in one. His presence is strong and solid. I find myself wanting to slip my hand into his. It’s almost an ache.


  The quiet moment lasts for a few heartbeats, and it’s like we’re witnessing something sacred that shouldn’t be disturbed.


  “This is a nice place,” he finally says. It’s a throwaway comment. He’s only speaking to make noise because I’ve been walking like a girl in a trance. He must think I’m psycho. Or maybe he thinks, like my father, that I’m a silly little girl — walking off on the job because the impulse struck me.


  I move to the big rock. To the place where we always laid our blanket. The ground here is almost clean thanks to the needles. They’re like a blanket themselves. I want to sit on them, but instead I rest on the rock. That’s almost a normal thing to do, whereas squatting in the dirt is probably a bit much. But still, I lean forward and brush the needles, as if the memory is still here.


  I look up at Brandon. He seems mystified. He doesn’t want to ask why we’re here because clearly it’s this place we’ve been headed for all along … and yet to him, it’s another stop on an anonymous tour. His confusion is charming enough to break my mood. And yes, I’m glad he’s here. It changes things enough that I won’t get lost, that I won’t let this place be more than pine and dirt and water, which is all it is and all it ever was.


  “You said you used to hang out at the creek,” I say.


  “On and off. I moved around a lot.”


  “With Bridget?”


  “No. Both times she and I lived together, it was thirty miles down the highway. There wasn’t much nature around. But I was always close enough to come by myself.”


  Looking at Brandon, I can tell that his memories are different from mine. Reed Creek was a place of soft fantasy for me. For him, I’d guess it was a place of escape. Maybe he ran here to be away. Maybe he was chased.


  “Where did you grow up? Which places?”


  “I’d rather not talk about it.”


  I won’t pry, even though I want to. In my world, people don’t answer questions like that. Maybe there’s nothing worth hiding. Or maybe we’re numb to what should be hidden, and share too much.


  I study the creek’s visible section from end to end. We’re still on the near bank, but not far down it’s easy to cross the water without getting wet. There are large rocks in the middle, and there used to be a downed tree that might have fallen to pieces by now.


  “I used to come here with my mother,” I say.


  Brandon turns to look at me.


  “Right here. Mom was a nature girl. Practically a hippie. You know how they say opposites attract? That was my mom and dad.”


  Brandon is looking right at me. Directly into my eyes. That thing about opposites attracting, it felt like a dangerous thing to mention. Because Brandon and me? We’re pretty opposite. He’s tall, and I’m short. I’m blonde, and his hair is dark brown. I’m bubbly, and he’s so quiet and closed, he’s almost standoffish. I grew up rich, almost from birth, and he might have crawled on dirt floors.


  But if he was in foster care, I guess we have at least one thing in common. And it’s hard to hold his gaze without my eyes misting about it.


  “Dad wanted the nice, polished home as soon as we could afford it. But Mom would have been happy in a tent. Dad was all business. Mom wanted fun.” I feel a bittersweet smile reach my face. “I guess I’m a mix of them both. From Dad, I got capitalism. Mom made me a troublemaker.”


  “You don’t strike me as a troublemaker,” Brandon says.


  I’m looking at the pine needles. Remembering our blanket. Remembering how uncomfortable Dad always seemed on Mom’s hikes. Remembering how he always tried to keep his dislike of the picnics to himself, and how Mom and I always laughed at his expense because it was so obvious anyway.


  “She used to torment him by taking us on nature walks,” I say, ignoring Brandon’s comment and its curious edge. “But he was never forced. She didn’t guilt him into it. She didn’t even ask him to go. That’s what made it so much fun for her. My mom knew that if she announced a hike, he’d go. Because that’s how he is.” I look up at Brandon. “You should know that, if you’re going to work with him. He has a reputation for being hard, and I know people think he’s ruthless. But he’s not. He’s the kind of man who, when his wife wanted to take his daughter on a hike, would drop everything and go. Because he loved her.”


  I’m still sitting with Brandon standing beside me. I can see the odd workings of his features and know he wants to ask me what this is all about. But I know he won’t. He’ll let me volunteer what I want to say, and that will be that.


  But melancholy has settled around my heart, and I don’t want to say any more. I don’t want to be here, and now sort of wish I hadn’t come. Seeing this special place changes nothing. It won’t bring my mother back, or heal what’s missing from my father’s life.


  I stand and turn. It’s time to go. I don’t like that something in me was drawn here. I avoided this place for thirteen years, so why return now? And why with this man beside me? The emotional mix is confusing. It hurts. I feel weak, and a small, quiet part of me — the part that was glad Brandon was here just a minute ago — somehow wants …


  … what the hell does it want from him, here, now?


  That’s a question I don’t want to answer.


  We shouldn’t have come here. I have no idea why I did. I have no idea why, if I felt the need to relive this tender memory, I allowed him to follow me. I have no idea what I expected. Was he supposed to make it all better? Was he supposed to rewind the clock and lick my wounds?


  This isn’t who I am.


  Or who I want to be.


  And if my father knew I’d blew off our errand to come here, it would validate what he’s already thinking. Not only am I neglecting the simplest job; I’ve dragged his new man to a tender spot by the creek in the way I might have let a boy take me to the cliffs to make out before telling Dad I was desperately in love.


  I’m not eighteen anymore.


  I’m not a nine-year-old girl, lost without her mother.


  I’m three or four steps back toward the meadow when a strong grip wraps my arm like a bracelet. Brandon’s hand is large enough to almost encircle my arm below the elbow. This is about a gently as one person can restrain another, but still my first reaction is to wrench myself away. I don’t. Instead, I meet his eyes with a hard stare that lasts a half second. After that, I might cry.


  I hate how torn I am. Just yesterday I felt totally in control — a new woman with a college degree, ready to show her hometown that she’s a proper adult, and handle the reins of her family business. But now I barely know which end is up, and it’s my fault, like the worst kind of childish self-sabotage.


  “Are you okay?” Brandon asks me.


  “We should get back. Margo said she wanted me back at the office by nine, and it’s a half-hour drive.”


  Brandon watches me for a long moment. If we were a couple — if we were the man and the woman who’d laid their blanket here, with our own little girl between us — I think he’d challenge my obvious denial. But we just met, and it would be as inappropriate for him to pry as it would be for me to do what something within me wants — to lean in and let him hold me for a moment, to make this burst of memory leave. Because he could. I think about Mom all the time, but only every great once in a while does something grab me like this place has.


  A saboteur’s thought flits through my mind (Did you bring him here so you’d break down and need his comfort?), and then it’s gone.


  “I’m fine,” I say, my tone softer.


  But really, I’m not.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  Brandon


  



  



  RILEY WALKS BACK TO THE truck as if she’s wearing hiker’s gear and crampons on her sandals. There’s purpose in her gait, and it’s barely ladylike. All the innocence and femininity that so practically hypnotized me on the way down is gone. It feels like a farce. As if none of this is genuine, and she’s striding purposefully away to make a point.


  Something happened back there, and I’m not entirely sure what. She’s acting like I forced her to the creek, but it was never on our survey sheet. It’s probably a half mile or more from the property we drove here to see.


  It was a place she went as a kid, with her parents. I get that much. The rest confuses me. She seemed drawn there then stormed off with an accusatory glance. And the way she talks about her mother in the past tense — clearly she’s gone. It’s possible she ran off, but my money is on her being dead. It’s not the kind of thing I can ask. Not after the look.


  And yet there was a span of a few seconds, when I had her by the arm, when I almost thought she was about to grab me back. I just wanted to get her attention, but something animal happened when I held her. It was gone in a flash, but I felt it too.


  That thing you see in movies, where two angry people square off and end up falling into a furious kiss? I understand that now.


  The turnabout — from quiet Riley to upset Riley, from lusty eyes to averted gaze — has me reeling on the walk back. As before, Riley leads. As before, I don’t speak. But the mood is different. On the way down, I felt like I was being led. This time, I feel like I’m scrambling to follow … and part of me feels sure that if I say anything, she’s going to spin around and yell at me to get the fuck away from her.


  Which is absurd. I’m already one of this company’s project leaders. If I read Mason right yesterday, I’d say there’s a decent chance I’m on the short list to make vice president. Meanwhile, Riley is Mason’s daughter … but as far as the company is concerned, she’s a summer intern if anything. I doubt she’s in my direct chain of command, but I definitely outrank her. I can tell her what to do here. And really — given the way time is getting away from us, with 8 a.m. come and gone — I probably should.


  Calm the hell down, Riley. This isn’t a field trip.


  Go grab one of the tripods from the truck, Riley.


  Stop giving me attitude, Riley.


  Stop acting like I’m somehow mysteriously supposed to understand what’s going through your head, Riley.


  Slow down, and turn around and look at me, Riley.


  Lie down in the grass, Riley, and beckon me to lie beside you.


  Jesus. I don’t like where my mind is going. The farther we walk and the faster she plods, the angrier I get. I want to grab her again. I want to feel her skin again. And when I hold her again, I want her to fight me just a little. Just enough to pretend it’s me she’s really mad at.


  But I say nothing. Because I don’t know my role. I’m a maybe-vice president, and she’s a girl fresh out of college, but I’m not dumb enough to believe I outrank Riley James in life. She grew up with everything I never had. She lost her mother? Well, I lost both my parents, and given what I remember about my drunken junkie mom, I think I’d have been better off with a dead one. I feel a sudden need to blurt that out — to establish something that might put us on equal footing. Or maybe to show her that if anyone is going to win the inner turmoil contest today, it should be the guy without a past who literally can’t buy a cup of coffee.


  But I just watch her trod off, taking big steps to keep up. I let it happen because she’s inadvertently doing our jobs correctly. A few minutes ago, we crossed back onto what I ballpark is the property we’re here to inspect. Now we’re crossing the southern edge, damn near what I’d guessed was the survey line.


  I try and ignore her. To make it back to the office in time, I figure we have a half hour, tops. I’ll drive on the way to Cherry Hill, to headquarters, and I can get us there faster than Riley would. So I turn my attention away from her stalking footsteps, resisting an urge to point out that I’ve done nothing wrong, and focus on the land’s potential.


  I picture the main community entrance near the hill’s top, where it connects to the state route.


  I imagine the interior roads and how they’d branch like arteries and veins inside a body. Then the split-offs. The cul-de-sacs. I can’t picture it all, of course, because I’m not sure of the boundaries and what the utility companies might say about where we can and can’t dig. We’ll need an environmental impact survey, too, but I think I can get close enough for a feel.


  Riley stalks us to the far corner. I’m counting steps and estimating distance. I’d need to look at the spec sheet, but I’m guessing somewhere between 160-180 acres. The land isn’t flat, and there are a few inhospitable areas we’ll want to landscape, so that’s maybe somewhere between two to three lots per acre on average, allowing for a nice clubhouse and pool complex. So maybe 350 or 400? Maybe less; we could give people more land and not lose it on price because it overlooks the valley. Turn the hillside to our advantage.


  Riley turns and marches back to the truck. I’m picturing erosion lines, predicting where water enters the land and where it leaves. I don’t see her face. I’m not a soil engineer so I can only guess, but given that we can’t change the in- and outflows, I think drainage is fairly straightforward. And if that lip collects effluent and funnels it across the lots? Fuck it. We’ll make a big lake in the middle, flanked by stone-laid canals. Lose a lot or two but gain a place for people to feed swans. Unit price goes up a few grand for ambiance. Win.


  By the time we’re back at the truck and Riley’s climbing into the bed to pull out equipment, I have what I need. She’s done my job for me already. An expert tour, given through spite. I should follow angry women on all these jobs. I’ll make VP in a snap.


  “Leave it,” I tell her.


  She has one foot up on the foothold. If that were me, my next move would be swinging my leg over to stand in the bed before rummaging for equipment. But Riley’s wearing a dress. She does that, and she’ll practically flash me.


  “I’m getting you a tripod,” she says.


  “I’ve got all I need on this property.”


  “But you haven’t even scoped it.”


  For some reason, the fact that I’ve better than scoped it while she’s been busy punishing me for whatever’s in her head is immensely satisfying. I want to say something clever. I want to take her hand and pull her down onto the ground where she belongs. I want to ask her why she’s so bitchy all of a sudden. Because there’s no reason for it. I’m a guy doing my job and trying to get a promotion, and she’s given me nothing but attitude. I want to correct her. Remind her that I’m the boss.


  I want to push her against the truck and wipe the scowl off her face with my lips.


  But she just climbs down. And something must register — either inside her head on its own, thanks to my expression — because her mood softens. She almost looks apologetic for a second, as if she’s realized that whatever’s going on isn’t appropriate. As if she’s embarrassed for dragging me into any of this.


  “Do you need to see the folder?” she says. It’s almost quiet.


  I tell her I don’t, but thanks.


  Then, just because, I pull a tripod and a transit out on my own. I have to ballpark everything because I don’t know how to work the digital features and I’m not sure how to do it manually, but I’m not doing this for information. Time needs to pass. Whatever came over Riley down at the creek, she needs a few more minutes to let go. Because it’s not my problem, and I don’t feel like being blamed for nothing. I have enough problems of my own.


  I finish then we get in the truck with me behind the wheel.


  For almost the entire ride, Riley rests her goddamned hand on the center console. I keep mine on the wheel. 


  I don’t know why I’m angry.


  I hope it’s not because of the long-forgotten things Riley is making me feel, and how the only way to quench them seems to be the one thing I can’t do.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TWELVE


  Riley


  



  



  AFTER A FEW MILES, IT becomes apparent that Brandon isn’t going to take my hand even though I’ve planted it on the center console. Maybe because he seems annoyed at my misplaced silent treatment, but more likely because we don’t know each other at all.


  And yet, somehow, I feel like I do know Brandon.


  I grew up without a mother. I can only imagine what it was like for him, growing up in foster homes. I want to ask about it, but that feels too personal. I feel like I’ve known this man all my life for some stupid (Dad would say “foolish”) reason, but I haven’t. To him, I’m the boss’s ditzy daughter, and I’d do well to keep that in mind.


  How could he take me seriously? He’s lived in a way I never have. He’s had to struggle and overcome his whole life. Something in me lights up at the idea — not from attraction (though there is that), but because I honestly admire it. How much have I had to struggle? Other than getting past Mom’s sickness and death, what’s been hard in my life? Even since before I started getting boobs, Daddy’s Little Rich Girl got everything she wanted. And oh, yes, Dad tried to make me understand the value of a dollar, but I could never forget the net was there. Until college, I of course always lived at home. Even when I had jobs, I had a copy of Dad’s credit card, and even without it I just needed to ask for something to get it. There was never any sense of peril. I’ve never known the cliff’s edge.


  But Brandon? I can’t picture living as he must have.


  He couldn’t count on love. I wonder if he’s ever felt love? I wonder if he’s had a girlfriend serious enough to have given it to him. Maybe not. He seems so guarded. I mean, look at that beard. It’s not the beard of a man who’s simply chosen facial hair. Brandon strikes me as a guy who’s hiding something. A man with a secret. And if you can’t reveal your secrets, how can you let anyone in enough to love you?


  So, no love.


  No real home, at least until he was an adult, and presumably started living alone.


  He has his “sister,” Bridget, but I have no idea what she’s like. If they were foster siblings, that really just means they were two kids who found themselves thrust into the same prison. Like cellmates. What must that be like? And there’s something else he said, too: He referred to “both times” he lived with Bridget. Did that mean they didn’t move together? One or both of them left their shared home, and they ended up in two different places? How did they maintain their relationship, for whatever it was worth? And what kind of cruelty must that have been: a family deciding they didn’t want one or the other, or Brandon and Bridget demanding to leave?


  I want to shiver. Life wasn’t like that for me.


  I almost want to wrap my hands around my waist for a parody of warmth, but Brandon’s been eyeing my arm on the console for long enough that now I feel I have to keep it where it is, lest I reveal my reason for leaving it there in the first place.


  A reason that makes me feel like an idiot, now that I think about it.


  I’m trying hard to be a mature woman, and I left school feeling like one. But did I just lead a man who works for my father into an emotional trap in the woods then get pissed off for no reason — other than that I (not him) was suddenly claimed by an emotional flood I wasn’t ready to deal with, even though I brought on myself? Did I pout afterward, acting like a little brat for a reason he’d obviously not be able to understand or guess? And to top it all off, did I honestly try to make peace by offering my hand for him to take?


  Oh God, did I really, honestly expect this man I met yesterday to hold my hand on our drive back to the office?


  Despite my need to keep that hand where it is to allay suspicions of my true motives, I finally snatch it back. I don’t care how it looks. Because I suddenly feel so, so incredibly stupid.


  What if he had taken my hand? What then?


  And really, what kind of a fifth-grade thing is hand holding in the first place? If I’d wanted to mix business and pleasure, a damaged woman would do things differently from a teenager. I’m twenty-two fucking years old, for crying out loud. If I wanted do this, maybe I should have just jumped on him back at the site. That would show him who was boss, even if it popped my cover about who wanted whom.


  I hold my hands in my lap, stuffing everything down. None of this is making me feel less stupid. I feel like someone who’s said something dumb, made it worse with a stilted explanation, then continued to make it worse by explaining the awkward explanation.


  Relax. He doesn’t know what idiotic crap is going on in your head.


  And besides, this has nothing to do with Brandon. This job happened to take you near the creek. The creek made you think of Mom. Feeling bad about Mom always makes you weak, and he just so happened to be the nearest person at the time — the closest port in the storm.


  After a few minutes and a several deep breaths, I decide my poker face is composed enough to risk a glance. He won’t see the flush I feel in my cheeks. And he sure as hell won’t feel the other flushes that have crept into other parts of my body. But still, even imagining myself less transparent than I was at the site, I feel like a boy with an erection in class. The way I’ve come undone is probably plain as day.


  He’ll look over and laugh.


  Or maybe he’ll pity me.


  Brandon will take his eyes off the road for long enough to return my no-big-deal-and-sorry-about-what-happened-back-there smile and see how conflicted this is all making me. And he’ll want to say something like, “It’s okay; it happens to everyone.” Or “It’ll be okay.” And maybe he’ll tell me he likes me as a friend and that I seem like a nice girl who will one day meet a nice boy, and I’ll look like an idiot as I backpedal, trying to explain that this has nothing to do with him.


  This has to do with me.


  This has to do with coming home, trying to be someone different. Trying to be more. To show my father that I’m capable of being Riley, not just Mason’s daughter.


  This has to do with my understandable emotional confusion, back home after so much time away.


  I probably miss school. I lived there for four years, after all.


  I probably miss my friends. I probably miss Candace.


  I probably don’t know how to feel, being back under my father’s roof and preparing to move out truly on my own, to get my own place and live there, alone.


  I probably miss my mom, because I always do.


  I flash my make-peace smile to Brandon, but he doesn’t really return it. He doesn’t laugh at me. He doesn’t pity me. He doesn’t patronize me and my childish feelings.


  It’s fine.


  If he’s decided to be an asshole, this will be so much easier.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  Brandon


  



  



  I HEAR FROM BRIDGET TWO days later. They’re two days I’ve spent doing the Life of Riley dance, and so far things are going well. I thought it would be touchy, given the way I keep thinking about the boss’s daughter in inappropriate ways, and I thought it might be awkward on my end because I’ve had a dream twice now in which Riley and I end up by Reed Creek holding hands. There’s nothing to the dream; if her father saw it, it’d be hard to find anything there I’m doing wrong. But the simplicity is powerful in itself because in the dream, I feel like a teenager again. I hold her hand and watch her cry. I’m sure I’m there to comfort her over something, but the dream itself is far from sad. Both times, I’ve woken feeling guilty and somehow hollow, as if something is missing.


  But Riley — whether she likes or loathes me; I could go either way and have done nothing to encourage either — has thus far been easy to avoid. I work out at the Stonebridge site. She works in the office. When I call, she doesn’t answer the phone.


  I’ve been hung up on girls before.


  Waitresses at my favorite bars.


  Random girls who hit the floor to dance.


  Even, once, a lady cop.


  But in time, those waves of fascination always pass. I’ll either end up sleeping with them and the sense of wonder ends, or I’ll move on. That’s what will happen with Riley, despite the odd dreams. And just as well because man, do I need the VP job. I can avoid her until someone else catches my eye. I’m self-aware enough to know there’s nothing to any of these infatuations. They’re just me trying to get by, to grab for something better than where I am.


  My phone buzzes with an incoming text. I can almost hear Bridget’s husky voice.


  Throat feels like I swallowed a saw. Thanks, Bro.


  I toss her a few texts then call her phone to fuck with her. The girl who answers is clearly not Bridget. It’s Abigail, whom I barely know though I probably should, considering she’s a good enough friend to sit with Bridget through recovery. Although it has to be easier when Bridget can’t talk, given that it’s so much harder for her to insult people when robbed of her primary weapon.


  “Very funny,” Abigail tells me the second she picks up the phone.


  “What’s funny?”


  “Calling. You’re a laugh riot.”


  “I just want to talk to my sister.”


  “She’s not supposed to talk for a week. Ideally two.”


  “Oh. Well, just put her on, and she can mouth things at me.”


  “Asshole.” But Abigail is actually cool. She’s pretty, too, though I’m not allowed to so much as look at her sideways. Bridget said she’d “punch a hole in my dick” if I ever made a move on Abigail. Bridget has this impression that I consider women as one-serving dishes, and that I lose interest after getting my rocks off. Probably because so far, that’s been true.


  “Seriously. Put her on.”


  “No, Brandon.”


  “I just want to tell her I love her.”


  Abigail sighs. I hear the phone move then hear an unflattering sound that’s a lot like retching, like someone about to throw up.


  “Hey, Bridge,” I say. “If you want me to not hit on Abigail, just tell me.”


  My phone buzzes in my hand. I pull it away from my face and see a text that says, Go fuck yourself. I’m fascinated. I had no idea you could send and receive texts while on the phone.


  “Love you, Bridget. Now, put Abigail back on.”


  And she hangs up.


  I smile to myself, realizing just how giddy I’m feeling. I have no idea why. It’s been a hard few days. Yesterday, minding my credit card balance, I hunted through my couch cushions for enough money to buy a cup of coffee. It seemed indulgent with so few cents to my name, but I figured that if I worked for those funds, I deserved it. A true abundance mindset.


  But still, I feel good.


  Bridget got her nodule surgery. I spoke to the doctor before talking to Bridget. He said she’s doing well and that they all couldn’t wait to get rid of her and check her the hell out of the hospital. Everyone loves Bridget once they get to know her, but she never makes it easy. She’s more honest than a person should be, and outspoken in general. Let’s just say that even her friends don’t feel bad that she’s been muted for a week or two.


  That uncomfortable morning with Riley James, which preoccupied me for the next forty-eight hours, is far enough past that I’ve shaken off its odd sense of foreboding. When we returned to the office, Margo told me that Mason wanted to talk to me, and I’d been sure he knew something — something I felt guilty for having done to his daughter, even though those things had never left my imagination. I was tense throughout the encounter, and even though it was a good meeting (Mason said something about us maybe having dinner together soon), what felt like a recent near-miss with Riley colored the whole thing in shades of meaning. How could I have dinner with Mason while his daughter held me in a twisted sense of confused obsession? And how could I capitalize if I had to see Riley again the next day, and the next after that?


  But I didn’t see her on my way out of headquarters.


  I didn’t see her the next day because I was at the job site.


  After that, the idea of having “dinner sometime” with Mason worked on me in a way it hadn’t before. I started to wonder if I’d moved up on the short list.


  I went home that night and started kicking around the Internet, looking for budget calculators. I filled a few out, being conservative, and realized I could be out of debt in under a year if the salary was half what I thought it might be.


  After that, I wouldn’t know what to do with all that money. I could move out of this shithole. I could build Bridget a sound booth so she could record at home. I could replace my Tacoma. I love that truck, but it’s not just transportation. It’s the place I lost my virginity. I was fifteen then, and I’m twenty-seven now. The math, even on a tough truck bought used, isn’t good.


  That night, last night, I had another dream of Riley. And again, I woke up hollow. But this time, the feeling went away quickly, and because it’s Saturday, I could take a little walk. Strolling around here, especially if you detour through the park, might get you knifed. But I suddenly feel invincible.


  And now, bantering with Bridget? It’s all good. Things are going according to plan. I’m almost through the roughest spot, and everything is going fine. It looks like I might get that job after all, and then … well, then everything changes.


  My phone rings. I see Abigail’s name on the screen and figure she’s calling to bitch me out for trying to make Bridget talk when I know damn well she can’t, and shouldn’t. I paid for this operation. Don’t I want it to work?


  But when I pick up the phone, I realize I must have read the screen wrong. Because it’s Abigail all right, but it’s not Abigail Powell, Bridget’s friend. It’s Abigail Skye, Mason James’s personal assistant.


  She apologizes for the late notice but wants to know if I’m free for dinner with Mr. James. Tonight.


  I can’t agree fast enough.


  Only after I hang up do I make sense of what she told me about bringing someone with me, and the way she said, “They will meet you at seven.”


  Not he.


  “They.”


  And based on what I’ve heard about Mason’s sparse personal life, there’s only one person I can imagine him bringing to a social dinner.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  Riley


  



  



  IN ONE EAR, DAD IS telling me to dig out one of my nice outfits for dinner at some fancy-pants restaurant, and in the other ear, Phoebe is saying lewd things about dicks.


  “Sorry, Dad?” I say, covering the phone’s mic with one finger. I’m pretty sure this does nothing, but Mom and I used to watch a lot of old movies, and in them people always covered mouthpieces when speaking to someone in the room.


  And still I hear Phoebe say, “I’ll bet it’s all big and throbbing.”


  The sensory distraction is intense. If I say the wrong thing to the wrong person, I’m going to look like an idiot. And I haven’t been making wonderful decisions lately, so this feels possible. I don’t want to tell Phoebe what I’m in the middle of being invited/instructed to attend. And I really don’t want to talk to my father about Brandon Grant’s groin.


  Dad practically rolls his eyes. I know this look. It’s the indulgent expression he used to give me when I lived at home, when I was ignoring my household chores to gossip with friends.


  “I said, are you sure you really want to come? It’s just boring. All business.”


  And Phoebe says, “I’d like to get me some of that.”


  I look at my father and try to make my face serious. It isn’t easy because my posture doesn’t exactly say professional. Dad’s looking at me like I’m a kid chatting inanely with my friends on the phone, and I’m lying in bed, on my stomach, legs kicked up behind me. And Phoebe is talking about penises.


  “Of course, Dad.” I want to know all about the business.”


  He clearly doesn’t believe me. I’m still his little girl. I like pretty things, and I’ve never suffered a day in my life as far as he’s concerned, other than what we both went through with Mom. I’ve never thought about business like he does and never will, because I can’t. That’s what his eyes say. So I sit up and move to the bed’s edge. I can’t make my face too straight-arrow, or it’ll look like I’m trying for an affect. I go for neutral while I hear Phoebe’s tinny voice saying, “So are you going to go for it with him or not?”


  I can’t answer because I’m busy trying to appear interested in Life of Riley operations. But I’m sure Dad heard her, based on the way his face kind of sighs into Of course and Girls will be girls.


  I hang up. Almost immediately, Phoebe is calling me back. Dad looks at the phone as if to ask if I’d rather continue my inane chatter about boys, so I stab it into Do Not Disturb almost as if I’m angry at it.


  “Sweetie, why don’t you just stay home? I keep telling you, it’ll bore you to tears.”


  If he hadn’t said “Sweetie,” I might reconsider. But my father’s eyes are moving between my phone, my pajama pants, and my bedspread, which is one of the old ones with princesses on it. I’m okay being a princess girl until I’m eighty, but not if it’s going to make Dad unable to see that I’m not still twelve.


  “You always come back from dinners with good ideas. I want to be in on one.” I attempt to pull my ace. “I should be, if my name is part of the company.”


  “Riley … ”


  “That’s the name,” I say.


  There’s a moment where it looks like he might challenge me, but then it passes and he sort of sighs. We’ve had this discussion halfway about ten times in the past month, and most of them have happened since I got home. In my mind, my trajectory is clear. Some day, my father is going to retire. I doubt that’ll happen for a long time — maybe thirty years or more. But until then, I want a piece of this company. Not in terms of money, but in terms of legacy. Today, I’m a lowly intern. I’m okay with working my way up in order to learn the ins and outs — and, really, I’d prefer it to senseless nepotism. But I’m only okay with it if I see my upside trajectory. If he’ll let me try what I want to try, and learn what I want to learn.


  “It’s just going to be numbers and deals. And it’s at the Montgomery Club. Wouldn’t you rather go to — ”


  “To the Nosh Pit?” I interrupt. “Or maybe the malt shop, to snap my bubblegum and swing dance in my poodle skirt?”


  He rolls his eyes. “I’m not even that old. How the hell do kids your age even know 1950s clichés?”


  “Clichés about being brainless teenagers?”


  He softens another degree, his lips pressing together. He looks like he might sit beside me on the bed and explain why I should be realistic and aim lower, so I shift to the middle so there’s no room. I’m not looking for a condescending lecture. I’m looking for my father’s willingness to give me a chance. He doesn’t even need to respect me yet. I just need to see that it might come down the road, after I’ve proved myself a bit.


  “Yes,” I say, backtracking all the way to the start of this conversation to answer his original question, “I’m sure I want to go.”


  “I guess it’s just as well. I told him to bring someone. Maybe it won’t be all dry and dull.”


  I’m about to comment that I want dry and dull — I want to know about expansion potential, capital investment, and ten-year plans — when something stops me.


  He said him. I’d assumed there’d be a few of us at this business dinner, but apparently there’s just one other person. One other person who seems to be bringing a playmate to keep me occupied while the men talk business.


  “Who?” I ask.


  “Brandon Grant. I told you that.”


  Maybe he did. I honestly can’t recall. I horned in on this the second I caught wind of it, but I did that with a bunch of stuff at once. I get to sit in the corner at the next board meeting and poke around in the restricted portion of the company intranet, too.


  “Why are you having dinner with Brandon?”


  And right then, my phone buzzes. I either didn’t put it in DND after all, or Phoebe can bust through Apple’s privacy settings.


  Dad’s indulgent smile returns, and he glances at my phone as if to tell me I should take it because something juicy that only girls understand might be in the works. And just like that, my almost foothold is practically gone. He’s out the door … and the last thing he saw me do before leaving was react to Brandon’s name and to the siren song of my phone.


  I answer, and Phoebe says, “Your phone accidentally hung up on me. So. Now. You were asking if I’d heard anything about what Brandon might be telling people about his job?”


  No. I wasn’t asking that at all. 


  “I’ll bet he’s into you, too,” Phoebe says, not even answering her own question straight on.


  “I don’t care what he’s into. I barely know him.”


  But Phoebe is already distracted. Already off on something else. It’s like she has ADD with no recollection of the things she says from minute to minute.


  But I’m not distracted.


  My mind is laser-focused on tonight’s dinner.


  And as much as I want to back out of dedicated time to embarrass myself in front of Brandon again — along with his date, if I’m reading Dad right — I sure can’t do it now.


  “Don’t pretend you didn’t drool all over him.”


  I shouldn’t have told her about our little side trip down to the creek. I shouldn’t have admitted to my little bout of missing my mother because of course Phoebe turned it into something about Brandon, who was just unfortunate enough to be there when I made a fool of myself.


  I tell her that I have to go then hang up. And this time, I’m sure to hit Do Not Disturb.


  I don’t know why I’ve been thinking about Brandon so much. He’s probably too old for me. We’re too different. He’s got a beard. And he’s the man Dad seems to be grooming as a high-ranking right hand. The kind of person, in the kind of highly visible prestige position, that my father would expect me to go all girly over.


  I keep telling myself that it’s all me. It’s not him. I’m conflicted. I’m not into him. That’s just Phoebe being Phoebe. Nobody can blame me, for returning home after four years as a new person, or for having this tangled emotional conflict.


  I’m not into Brandon.


  He’s bringing a date to dinner, and my date will be my father.


  I want to wear something professional, unsexy, chaste.


  But when I walk into the other room, I see that Dad has already pulled something suitable from my packed boxes: maybe the only thing that fits the occasion at all and is miraculously unwrinkled.


  It’s a bright-red dress. It’s going to make me feel sexy.


  Shit.


  It’s a damn good thing that whatever fucked-up emotional conflict I’m feeling is one sided because if Brandon gave any indication of not being a stand-offish asshole — if he raised a single eyebrow at me in a dress like this — it’d be hard not to think about him tomorrow. And the next day. And the next day, until Phoebe can hook me up with someone more acceptable … or, if I truly want to do the independent big girl thing, until I can get my head around the thought of not dating at all.


  I sigh. I have time for a bath. Maybe the warm water will clear my head.


  But I kind of doubt it.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  Brandon


  



  



  I RUN THROUGH MY RECENT list of available single-serving girlfriends, wondering whom I could possibly invite to a fancy dinner with a few hours’ notice. I’ve already waffled, wasting a few hours, increasing the threshold of how much my date to this thing would need to like me if I’m going to invite her without advance warning.


  Eventually, I decide I’m being ridiculous. Mason’s assistant said I “might consider” bringing someone … or, because I’m not positive, it might have been “feel free” to bring someone. I don’t remember the exact wording because I’d been too busy rushing to agree without cheering, but it was an offer, not a command. An offer.


  It’s not like I need to bring anyone. I can go solo. It’s not a high school dance, for shit’s sake. I’m a grown man. If my boss (and potentially closer boss) wants to invite me to dinner, I can go on my own. Bringing someone was a kindness. It might have been lip service. If I bring someone, I’m increasing the bill. Maybe it’s better to take nobody and show I respect Mason’s finances.


  Unless this really is more social than I’m allowing. What if I’m being groomed? I almost have to be. Maybe Mason is having dinner with all the candidates for the VP of Land Acquisition job, but I kind of doubt it. You interview applicants; you go to dinner with finalists. Maybe with the finalist.


  Shit. Oh, shit. Oh, holy awesome shit. Maybe he’s going to offer me the job tonight.


  I can’t let myself think about it. I need to be cool. Calm. Collected. I can’t seem too eager because eager equals needy. Needy is the opposite of confident, and I know for sure Mason likes confidence in his employees — and even more in those who are nearly partners. 


  This must be something right down the middle. Not straight business but not especially personal. Yes, the offer to bring someone was optional, but I’d really better bring someone. So the four of us can hang out. So I can show him what I’m like in casual situations. What I’m like with a woman, presumably, who isn’t his daughter.


  The thought gives me a moment of guilt, but that’s even more ridiculous. I have nothing to hide. I didn’t have sex with Riley. I didn’t kiss her. We’ve barely shared more than a few awkward exchanges. Nobody knows what’s inside my head, not even her. Nobody can see my dreams. And even if they could, what would they prove?


  Nothing. I’m being stupid.


  I pick up the phone to invite the only person who’d go with me on zero notice. The only person I know who fits the bill and can look about how a VP’s date would look. Not that it’ll be a date. But this is good enough, given what I imagine I’ll be facing tonight.


  Which, admittedly, I don’t know.


  I don’t know why I assumed he’d take Riley. Why did my first thoughts leap to her? Just because Mason isn’t married and I’ve never heard of him dating, despite the man being somewhat of an open book around the company. Just because I was told I could bring someone, like a date, because whomever Mason brought would be more personal than business.


  Like his daughter.


  Well, if he can bring his daughter, I can bring my sister.


  Bridget answers the phone then bangs it on the counter. The cracking sounds are enough to make me pull my head away from the speaker. Then she’s grunting like an angry caveman.


  “Oh, right,” I say. “Sorry.”


  I hang up. I’m about to text her the invite, but the absurdity slaps me full in the face. It’s one level of strange to take my sister to a dinner that’s at least half business, but it’s a 10X level of odd to take my mute sister. How is she supposed to communicate? Sign language? Mime? Maybe she could bring semaphore flags.


  Her text comes in: What the shit is wrong with you?


  Sorry. I keep forgetting you can’t talk.


  What did you want?


  I stare at the screen. I can’t do this. It’d be cruel. There’s also a chance it might make me look worse to Mason, not better. What kind of judgment does it show to take a girl who can’t talk to a social event?


  I watch as my fingers type, Can you meet me for dinner?


  I don’t know why I did that. Except that with every passing minute, I’m feeling increasingly certain that Mason will be bringing Riley. I know she wants to move up in the company, and if he was bringing one of the other VPs, he’d have said so. And while I could go on my own, three’s a crowd. And I’m really worried that, given the emotions that have buried me on waking the past two days, I’ll be transparent to them both.


  And what if Mason goes to the bathroom and leaves us alone at the table?


  I was alone with her all morning earlier this week. Looking back, that feels like a near-miss. That kind of thing can’t happen again. I don’t know what it is with her, but she’s … unstable or something. I’m uncomfortable being around her alone. Like she might do something.


  I’m not sure what she might do.


  I’m also not sure what made me look her up on LiveLyfe. Probably just so I’d have some context for her odd behavior. And to get a feel for who she is. I should probably understand her on an intellectual level. You know — because I can make a good impression on Mason by being nice to his daughter.


  Which I don’t want to have to do without a buffer.


  Even if that buffer is my sister.


  Especially if that buffer is my sister.


  Yes, I’m sure this is the right move. Even if it’s a big pain in the ass.


  Okay. Where? Bridget texts me.


  And before I can respond, she types, Greasy Spoon.


  And then before I can respond again, she types, Ragazzi. Carlo thinks he’s a gangster.


  It’s only been a few days since Bridget had her nodules done, and already I’ve grown used to reading her sarcastic voice into letters on a screen. I’ve heard people say they like authors who write like people talk. That’s Bridget. She’s not an author, but she writes like she talks. Like a lovable bitch. Like the honest and adorable asshole she always is.


  But she’s got the wrong idea. So I type back, The Montgomery Club. 7:00?


  And she texts, Ha.


  She thinks I’m kidding. Hell, maybe I think I’m kidding. Because the idea of us at the Montgomery Club is so stupid it’s funny. We’ve even swapped this exact joke. There are a handful of clichés we repeatedly use, and to us, “Montgomery Club” is right up there with “Rockefeller” and “The Ritz-Carlton.” If we were making the sarcastic trifecta, I’d suggest we meet Mr. Rockefeller at the Montgomery Club, then head to the Ritz for cocktails.


  Seriously. With Mason James.


  Your boss?


  Yeah.


  Pause. Then: Okay. Another pause. Why?


  I don’t want to tell her about Riley — about why I don’t want to be around Riley without someone caustic by my side. Because this stuff with Riley is all in my head, and if I bring it up, Bridget will get the idea that it’s not. Which is natural, given that I told her all about that morning just because it was so weird. And maybe — because Bridget was mute and couldn’t compete for conversational space — I blabbed too much. She even got the idea I was somehow smitten. Although she didn’t react the way she usually does to my conquests, because I’m usually drunk when I make them and this time I was sober.


  Looking back, wondering why I’m doing this, it strikes me as being like the difference between manslaughter and premeditated murder. Usually my lust life happens accidentally, in the heat of the moment. If Bridget is mistaken over what I said about Riley, I can see why she’d be taken off guard. This would be the first time in forever I’ve talked about a girl in advance of hooking up with her other than to mention the size of her boobs.


  But that would only be relevant if Bridget was mistaken, which she is.


  I don’t like Riley. I mean, I like her, but I’m not into her. That would be stupid. And besides, she’s just a college girl. Never mind that her LiveLyfe profile paints a compelling picture. She says she likes to see bands at the Overlook. How have I never seen her there? I go all the time, but maybe I started after she went off for college.


  Where she’d be a bubbly little girl.


  In her college girl clothes. Bobbing around and going to clubs. Doing all the shit that proves how different we are, even though I get this feeling we’re simpatico.


  Business, I text back.


  Just the three of us?


  Maybe, I lie.


  There’s another long pause.


  Is he bringing his daughter? Bridget texts.


  I’ll pick you up at 6:30.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  Riley


  



  



  MY OPINION OF BRANDON PLUMMETS once I see him enter the restaurant. Because he’s with someone predictable. A statuesque woman who’s almost as tall as he is, in heels she doesn’t need like I do. She stunning in such an obvious way. She has small features, a wide smile that’s not all teeth like mine, bow-like lips, and eyes that are narrow, upturned at the ends, shaped like almonds. Brown hair that shines. The kind that doesn’t get split ends.


  I touch my own hair. Then I look down at this ridiculous red dress Dad more or less commanded me to wear. I thought it looked mature and maybe even elegant before I’d left, and even let a few thoughts of what Brandon might think enter my head. But who am I kidding? I bought it before I left for school. From Phoebe, in fact. And right now, I just want to head back and return it, even though it’s been almost five years, because I bought it for the wrong person. I’d thought it was sexy at the time. Now I see that it’s juvenile.


  The girl on Brandon’s arm is wearing her own dress so much better. I can’t tell from the table, but it’s either very dark green or blue. Maybe black. Like almost everyone else in here. Some of the men are in tuxes; most are in suits. Brandon wore a tie, but the maître d’ holds up a house coat for him to wear because a tie isn’t enough here. Of course it still manages to fit him perfectly — and what’s more, it manages to look great beside the tall brunette.


  I don’t want to stand because I’ve suddenly realized how I must look. If the maître d’ could have given me a house coat, I imagine he would have. Because some airheaded little girl came in with her daddy wearing a homecoming dress. Maybe later, everyone’s probably thinking, she’ll do a few of those wedding line dances.


  As they come closer, I can barely stop myself from staring at his date. She wore her hair better than I did. She wore a more fashionable dress. She’s already tall, and yet she’s enough of a bitch to go out of her way to make me look even shorter. If anyone needs heels like hers, it’s me. And yet I kept my shoes kind of low, because this is half business.


  Dammit. Brandon brought a beautiful woman. And I brought my father.


  Brandon shakes his hand. I watch him do it, surprised to see that he must have done something to his beard since I saw him last, because it no longer strikes me as unprofessional. Now it seems to somehow fit.


  I see movement from the corner of my eye. I look over to see the beautiful brunette holding her hand out for me to shake.


  Presumptuous.


  Arrogant.


  She didn’t say a damned thing. She just held out her hand, like I’m supposed to bow and kiss her ring.


  I force a smile and take her hand. Her pretty mouth moves. She barely exhales, but she’s said something I can’t hear. Because she’s going to play this like a diva.


  “Oh, I’m sorry.” Brandon looks over and puts his hand on the woman’s shoulder. “This is my sister, Bridget.”


  Something inside me snaps. I feel my smile widen … apparently because I’ve been dying to meet Bridget? Phoebe knows her, I guess.


  Bridget nods with a little smile. Then, incongruous in the posh club, she smacks Brandon’s shoulder hard with the back of her hand.


  “Sorry again.” To both me and Dad, he adds, “Bridget just had vocal cord surgery. She can’t talk.”


  “I can kind of whisper,” she manages to say. Then she flinches, and her hand moves automatically to her throat. Seeing her hand is all it takes to shatter my illusions. Her nails are painted, but they’re trimmed, maybe chewed. They’re not the hands of a debutante like I’d thought. They’re the hands of a worker — of someone who’s come by beauty accidentally rather than having manufactured it.


  “She can kind of whisper,” Brandon says, giving her a look, “but she’s not supposed to.”


  The remaining introductions circle our small table, but the rest of us know each other already. We all sit, and Brandon looks at me in a way that sizzles something inside me. It occurs to me that half of me wishes Bridget had turned out to be someone else — a date, say. Because now I feel odd in a different way. It’s like Brandon can see through me because of what I did the other day. And now there’s now no proof, here at the table, of why I shouldn’t feel embarrassed.


  It’s one thing to have done something dumb and personal in front of an attached guy whom I happen to work with.


  It’s another to have exposed myself so intimately to someone who …


  Well, I’d rather not think about that.


  We settle in and order drinks then an appetizer. Bridget makes for an odd dinner companion because she can’t order for herself, but she has some sort of sibling language worked out with Brandon that lets him act as her mouthpiece.


  Watching them together makes me wish I had a brother or a sister. I know plenty of people who don’t get along with their siblings, but what I see across the table is so sweet it almost feels magical. Brandon has always struck me as standoffish, and the last time I saw him he seemed flat-out jerky — but this is a different side. It’s a Brandon I haven’t seen. One I wouldn’t have known even existed.


  She touches his arm. He leans in, first watching her face and any gestures she tries to make, then turns his ear to her for a whisper if necessary. She orders by pointing to the menu — for Brandon rather than the waiter. He does the speaking.


  He barely smiles. Or pays attention to me. This is all either business or family-personal, and when he’s not chatting to my father about Life of Riley and the future, he’s communicating in his cute underground way with Bridget. She’s not subtle when she wants his attention. She’s tapped his arm, nudged his shoulder, and flicked his ear. It should be annoying but isn’t, and Dad laughs every time.


  I can tell Bridget would be formidable if she had her voice. Phoebe told me as much. But seeing her here, now, missing her primary weapon, makes her kind of helpless. She’s in strange company with people she doesn’t know, in a setting that clearly neither of them is used to. And though she keeps a strong front, she also keeps her hand on Brandon’s sleeve more often than not. And he could ignore her. He could focus on my father. He could have left her at home. But he brought her instead. And even though I can tell she’s weaker than she’d like to be, Brandon is giving her strength.


  I don’t think he even knows he’s doing it. My eyes keep flicking to his, but he’ll barely look at me. And when I catch his eye, I’ll look at Bridget’s hand on his — a platonic partnership, like a ward and her protector. But Brandon doesn’t get what I’m asking — or what I’m commenting on without saying a word. To him, this isn’t noble. To Brandon, it’s all so of-course.


  He came out of the foster system. He began with us as a construction worker. I don’t know without prying, but I can’t imagine he has much money right now … though that will change if he gets the promotion Dad told me he’s inches from handing over. I guess I’m more prejudiced than I thought because his innate nobility surprises me. Part of me expects him to be a brute, even though I know better.


  But he watches over his sister.


  Before I can stop myself, I wonder what it would be like for him to watch over me.


  I look up in time to see Dad and Brandon chatting … and Bridget staring right at me. Her eyes are blue green, and a thin circle of dark eyeliner makes them pop.


  It feels like if she’s been watching me watching Brandon for a while.


  Have I been? I don’t know. I tried to follow their discussion for a while, but it’s only business in the vaguest way. Mostly, I’ve heard my father’s history, the company’s origins (including the original name, Mason and Crystal — two building materials representing my parents’ names), and more chatter that qualifies as idle rather than informational. Most of the time, I’ve wondered why I came, though I don’t regret or resent it. I’m surely not learning anything about operations.


  Mostly, I’ve been watching the others.


  And because Bridget is passive and my father is right beside me, the others is mainly Brandon.


  She gives me a small smile, as if we’re sharing a secret. I smile back, but it’s a pale imitation of my usual tooth buster. I must look nervous. Docile. Like a little girl who has no business at the table with two titans and their slim, tall, beautiful sidekick.


  She taps Brandon’s arm.


  He turns to see what she wants, but that’s when my father’s head perks up.


  “Ebon?” he says.


  A man with dark hair and large eyebrows looks up from two tables over. He’s sitting across from a pretty woman with light-brown hair. The man’s eyes widen in recognition. He smiles and waves.


  “That’s Ebon Shale,” Dad tells me. “Have I told you about Ebon?”


  I shrug.


  “We met on Aaron. The island, Aaron? As kids. When I had my summer job working the pier carnival.”


  This sounds vaguely familiar, but it’s hard to concentrate. So I mumble something as he stands, making excuses to Brandon and Bridget.


  I realize he’s about to leave the table to say hello — and judging by the way this Ebon guy is pulling out a chair and knowing my father’s tendency to chatter, he might be there for a while.


  I’m about to be alone with Brandon and Bridget.


  Bridget, who can’t talk.


  And Brandon, whom I’m reluctant to talk to.


  Bridget gives me another of those little smiles then stands to go. Probably to the powder room.


  I start to rise, to say I’ll go with her, but she touches my shoulder for the first time.


  And she’s gone.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  Brandon


  



  



  LOOKING BACK, IT WAS PROBABLY a bad idea to prep Bridget for this dinner. Usually, I set expectations, like parents do for kids. Usually, if I don’t give her a primer on who we’ll be meeting and what they’re like — and hence how they might take offense to her unique and unvarnished brand of truth telling — she ends up embarrassing someone.


  Not her.


  Not me.


  But whomever we’re talking to.


  Her friends and our mutual friends know Bridget and have forgiven her. There’s a dip in any relationship with Bridget near the beginning, when most people don’t like her. But those who survive the dip without writing her off always come to love her. It’s a trial by fire.


  I didn’t particularly want her doing that to my boss, who seems inches from promoting me to a better life, assuming I don’t screw it up. Or to his daughter, about whom someone like Bridget might see and announce many truths. Like maybe she’s a little too spoiled. Like maybe she should come down from her perch. Like maybe she’s too cute to be taken seriously and should … I don’t know … get some librarian glasses or something.


  These are things Bridget will tell people she’s just met, straight to their faces. And she’s usually right, but nobody likes her for saying it. At first.


  So I prepped her. I told her to keep her mouth shut in my most authoritative, please-don’t-ruin-this-for-me brotherly voice.


  Like a blind person who finds her sense of hearing vastly improved, I’m sure prepping Bridget between her place and the restaurant only allowed her to become critical with a superhero precision.


  And now she’s rising from the table. Giving me a little knowing smile. Offering Riley the same smile, as if this is all so obvious.


  Ten seconds later, I realize she’s taken her purse. Suddenly, I’m terrified — I know exactly what my sister is up to.


  “I’m … will you hold on a second?” I say to Riley, holding up a waiting finger.


  Riley’s eyes are wide, and her mouth is a straight line. Like I’ve been setting off loud fireworks at the table instead of asking one little question. She nods, and I rush off after Bridget. Ironically, I hear Mason talking to his friends at the other table, telling the man jokingly that his (wife? girlfriend?) has never had a conversational filter.


  Just like Bridget.


  Who, robbed of her social weapons, seems to have adapted. Again like a superhero, bent on costing me this promotion in the interest of something she deems as more worthy.


  I grab her arm halfway across the restaurant. My goal was to catch her before she reached the car and drove off to leave us alone, and I realize I’ve succeeded splendidly. For one, Bridget didn’t drive; I did. For another, she’s headed to the restroom.


  She looks back at me, her eyes lit with curses. Not because she’s mad but because she feels the need to be vaguely insulting.


  “Where are you going?”


  She points at the restroom door.


  “Why?”


  She crosses her legs and pantomimes a bad need to urinate, complete with a nervous little dance. I’m sure several of the finely dressed diners at nearby tables are staring.


  “I know exactly what you’re doing, Bridge. Don’t.”


  She shrugs as if to say, I have no idea what you’re saying. Dumbass.


  I watch my sister closely. I may be looking at her with only one eye, with that eyebrow raised. This feels like that sort of assessing moment, and the kind of look Bridget would give me if our roles were reversed.


  She repeats her peeing pantomime for emphasis.


  But my head is back in the truck on the way over. And on the short walk from the city parking lot to the restaurant because I didn’t want it valeted. I’d begun those discussions as discussions, not seeing them as monologues until later. Not quite remembering all the little knowing looks Bridget gave me through my speech, as if she was plotting something devious.


  I know I told her about Mason. I might have told her how much I like the guy now that I’m getting to know him a bit. I doubt I told her that he feels a bit like a father because that’s surely my damage, having grown up without one. I know I told her how important it was to me that Mason liked us both. I didn’t tell her how dire my situation was because her surgery caused it and I don’t want her to feel guilty, but I’m sure I told her how badly I wanted the promotion and all it might do for me. For us, because Bridget and I have been the Two Musketeers since we were twelve. She’s the only one I’ve ever been able to count on, and I’m the only person she’s ever fully trusted.


  And I know I told her about Riley — but right now, in front of the bathrooms with a dozen highbrow diners eyeing us, I can’t recall exactly what I said. Between the two of us, Bridget is usually the motormouth. But I must have cracked like a dam in her silence. I’m not used to doing that.


  I told her Riley was the boss’s daughter. I told her that the company was named after her, and that the big man seems to dote on her more than Riley might want him to.


  And I told her about our morning together. I told her that Riley was sent to pick me up. And dammit, I told her about the dress Riley had been wearing. In my mind, the point had been that she’s inappropriate and not ready for any big chairs, but I think Bridget took it wrong.


  Just like she misinterpreted my explanations of our trip to the creek.


  Just like, if I mentioned my dreams like I probably had, she’d have taken that wrong, too.


  When we’d been walking here from the lot, I’d summed it up by saying, Don’t say anything stupid to Mason. Or to Riley. Bridget had whispered, “I won’t say a thing.”


  She’d put emphasis on “say.”


  And she’d smiled when I’d said “Riley.”


  “It’s not your job to fix me up, Bridget.”


  Bridget stabs her finger at the restroom, still crossing her legs theatrically beneath the long and elegant dress bought for her by a grateful client last month in Seattle. She crosses her eyes. Bugs out her tongue. It’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever seen.


  “I’m serious.”


  “I just have to pee,” she whispers.


  Dammit. Bridget is a master at this. I came over here 99 percent sure she was trying to take the truck and run so I’d be forced to hang out with Riley alone. By the time I realized she’d arrived at the restrooms, I’d dropped to 90 percent sure, but this time that she was simply trying to force us to sit at the table alone while Mason was chatting, which would surely be a while. A minute ago, I was 70 percent sure that this was all a ruse, and that she was setting me up now for a long con intended to pair me with Riley later.


  And now I’m only 50 percent sure. She’s making me feel stupid for waylaying her. She’s just going to the goddamned bathroom, after all.


  Except that this is Bridget, and she’s always trying to force me into uncomfortable situations “for my own good.” It’s not the first time she’s played innocent before blindsiding me. She says I’m broken inside and that while I shouldn’t expect a relationship to heal me all at once, having a girlfriend for more than a night would shove me in the right direction and heal me a bit at a time.


  “You don’t get to make my decisions.”


  Bridget starts hopping on one leg.


  “She’s my boss’s daughter. And no matter what you seem to think, I’m not the least bit interested. She’s not my type. She’s a spoiled little girl. The kind we always used to make fun of.”


  Bridget gives me a final condescending look and hops into the restroom like she’s crippled. She almost topples an old woman who’s on her way out, but she never breaks character. Bridget keeps hopping until the door is closed, and then it’s just me and the old woman, her glaring at me like I’m a pervert.


  I head back to the table. Mason is still sitting with Ebon Shale and his date. I realize that Ebon also has a stone word in his name, like Mason. I’d been sitting between Bridget and Riley, but with the other two gone we look like a couple. There’s even a candle on the table and a concerto in the air.


  I glance at Riley. She gives me an awkward smile and looks away.


  Her hand, however, is there on the table.


  I want to take it, and disobey every molecule of common sense.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  Brandon


  



  



  MY PHONE BUZZES WITH A text from Bridget.


  I’m trying to be covert, but Riley is looking right at me. She can’t see the screen, thank God. I find I don’t want to leave her eyes to look down, but this is something I can’t let stand.


  The message says, She sure is pretty.


  I sense a digital slapfight approaching. Bridget and I didn’t have a typical parenting experience, but there were times when our mutual foster parents drove us somewhere or other. It was the scene we all know: Bridget would poke me. I’d complain that she wouldn’t stop touching me. Our foster father, Sam, would bellow that he’d turn this car around if we didn’t knock it the hell off.


  I text back, What’s taking you so long? She’s been gone for over five minutes. That shouldn’t seem like a lot, but it is.


  I had chili for lunch.


  She’s such a delicate flower. Men are always drooling over my sister, but it’s not hard to knock the losers away. They’re infatuated because of how she looks, but they don’t know her. It takes a resilient man to take Bridget’s intense sarcasm and general grossness. Unfortunately, Keith was one such man. I should have known he was trouble when Bridget stopped making fun of me, stopped jabbing me, stopped trying to get me a decent woman so that I’d stop being “a total bachelor asshole.” But I was busy and kept justifying Keith’s behavior — and Bridget’s. But she got quiet. Subservient. She folded his goddamned socks. Then he started hitting her, and still it continued for months until she finally called me from the hospital.


  I slip the phone back in my pocket. I put my hands on the table, near Riley’s, and actually begin twiddling my thumbs before realizing that I should really knock it off.


  My phone buzzes again.


  She’s into the same music as you and likes to hang out at that Overlook place.


  Before I can put the phone away again, she sends another: Oh, wow. She fucking does krav maga.


  I recognize that term for two reasons. One, it’s a martial art I want to study one day. And two, it falls neatly into the category of facts that nobody discovers about another person in a bathroom stall.


  I look up at Riley. She’s looking right at me. She still looks nervous, but Riley with jitters is somehow compelling. She looks like a frightened animal, but one who’s stepped past her fears to face them. It’s vulnerable and bold at once. I want to admire her. And protect her.


  My phone says, Holy crap, Brandon. Check this shit out. I wonder what that’s supposed to mean, but then she texts me a photo, and I see Riley with an older man’s arm around her, both of them smiling broadly. It takes me a few minutes to realize who it is because I’m used to seeing this particular man in his twenties, on album art.


  And Bridget sends, JOHN FUCKING LYDON.


  Riley leans toward me, her expression peacemaking. We had a nice morning last week until things got weird, and the distance between us now is definitely strange. But there was no war declared, and it’s odd to see her wanting to make nice so that we can fix it.


  “Who’s texting you?” she asks, trying on a smile that seems too small.


  “I’m sorry.”


  “No, it’s fine. What’s that picture?”


  I clasp the phone to my body, realizing only a second later that it looks like I’m hiding porn. Riley seems almost hurt, so I blurt, “It’s personal.”


  “I’m sorry,” she says, slinking back.


  “Not like that. It’s just … ” I search for a nonoffensive lie, loath to admit that my sister is texting from the bathroom in an attempt to hook me up with the girl who could ruin everything I’m hoping to build. “It’s a photo of a work in progress.”


  I have no idea what that means. I imagine an artist working on a painting that’s not yet ready for public viewing. I don’t even know any fucking painters.


  “Artists.” I smile. “You know. They don’t want anyone seeing their stuff before it’s done.”


  “Oh.” Riley looks like she doesn’t believe a word.


  You should see how her ass looks in a bathing suit, Bridget texts. I brace, but she doesn’t send me that photo — from wherever she’s getting them.


  “I … I need to reply.” I glance at Mason, who’s oblivious. “I’m so sorry.”


  “No big deal,” she says. But Riley looks hurt because she knows I’m lying.


  I look at my watch. Ten minutes now. I stab at my phone and text Bridget, GET OUT HERE RIGHT NOW.


  I’m looking at LiveLyfe photos.


  You can look at photos later!


  It will be easier once I get back to my place.


  My blood turns to ice. She’s on LiveLyfe. Looking through Riley’s photos to see if we’re a good match. And I’m suddenly sure, knowing Bridget and the time she’s taken, that she’s not in the bathroom at all.


  My hand, as if it’s way ahead of me, starts slapping at my pockets.


  My keys are gone.


  Because this is my house jacket, and the pockets don’t open. I put my keys in Bridget’s purse. Which she took with her into the restroom. Before, presumably, she walked out the restaurant’s front door.


  Tell me you’re in the bathroom still, I text.


  Okay. I’ll tell you that if you want.


  And before I put the phone away, Bridget texts, Don’t be surprised if Mason gets an urgent text in a few minutes.


  And, finally: Trust me. XOXO. :)


  At the next table, I watch Mason pull his phone from his pocket.


  “Goddammit,” I mutter.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  Riley


  



  



  I DON’T KNOW WHY BRANDON is suddenly in some sort of a text war, or why he feels the need to do it right here, right now. He certainly wouldn’t dare if my father was at the table.


  I know he’s not doing it to insult me, but knowing that he’d only respond to texts at this fancy table — where the company will be picking up the tab — while I’m the only one sitting with him is hard to square with the whole not-doing-it-to-insult-me thing.


  He does apologize, but it’s such bullshit. It’s a get-off-the-hook apology. It’s a social trap. He wants to text, so he apologizes and says it’s urgent. What am I supposed to say? I have to say it’s okay, no big deal. And now, that acceptance means I’ve forfeited my right to be pissed … though after he gets a photo he won’t show me, it’s hard not to be.


  I’m suddenly, vividly certain that he’s making fun of me.


  I have no basis for this. No reason to believe it. But given that his bumblings about an artist and a work in progress are clearly lies, there must be another reason he won’t show me whatever it is. His guilty look, when he barely meets my eyes, only drives the certainty deeper. If it’s not directly about me, it’s absolutely something that I — not just anyone — am not supposed to see.


  Is it a girlfriend, sending him a nude snap? That’s the kind of thing a guy would clutch to his chest and get all red faced about in public. But then why do I get the distinct impression that he’d show others, and it’s specifically Riley James who’s not supposed to see?


  I’m being paranoid. I’ve never been especially comfortable in places like this. I can’t really be arm candy to Dad because that role is reserved for dates, but I’m still an accessory, like a purse for a man. Dad wants to show me off, fresh from college. And you can’t be shown off while also being dealt with as an equal.


  I shouldn’t have worn this dress.


  And if I’d known that Brandon would be here ahead of time, I don’t think I’d have come.


  That asshole.


  Who thinks it’s okay to have idle chats with his buddies while I’m right here. While he’s been sitting a foot away, not so much as glancing in my direction more than a time or two. Like he’s annoyed that I’m here because this was supposed to be man to man. Dad already said Brandon is the guy he wants for the VP job, so this is just the last test — the final effort to make sure that Brandon can play the role now that Dad’s decided.


  I wish he’d just tell him already. Get this over with so I can stop wondering whether Brandon should be my boss or not, and at what level.


  Dad shows up, to my left and Brandon’s right. But there’s no seat between us, and he was on my other side. He’s making no move to take his seat, or sit down.


  He sets something on the table. It’s a credit card, cobalt, with a finish that’s not glossy, but matte like satin. And of course he’s put it in front of Brandon, not me. Not his daughter, whose name is literally on the card, in the company position.


  “I’m so sorry,” he says. “I have to leave.”


  Brandon looks disappointed. I suppose he was expecting final word on his promotion, and now he sees he’s not about to get it. Following the text debacle, this makes me spitefully happy. Let him keep waiting. God knows, I still am.


  “What?” I ask. “Why?”


  “It’s a business thing. Margo heard from one of our people who … well, don’t worry about it. I’ll tell you tomorrow.” His face tries softens, but I can tell this bugs him — not because he wanted dinner, but because he’s running out on me. And at least there’s that. Dad and Brandon have been ignoring me and Brandon’s sister to talk about stuff that orbits the company without actually being business, but when it comes down to it, it’s me he’s loath to disappoint, not Brandon.


  I decide to ignore his “it’s a business thing” brush-off. As if I wouldn’t understand. At least he’s not explaining to Brandon.


  “But please. Dinner is on its way. Enjoy.” He looks at me. “Bring me home a doggy bag or something.”


  To my surprise, Brandon looks up at my father and says, “I’m sure it’s nothing.”


  Dad looks almost amused. “Of course it is. It’s our VC guy. His assistant left a message for Margo, saying he’s pulling out. And you know we have that big acquisition meeting in the morning.”


  So much for Dad not telling Brandon.


  “A message? Margo didn’t talk to her? Or to him? Margo didn’t confirm?”


  “I told you earlier. Tom is at the Hunt Club. I can just pop over.”


  “Or you could call.”


  “It’s not a fifty-dollar investment, Brandon. This needs to be handled in person.”


  “But if you don’t confirm … ”


  “Why would I need to confirm?”


  Brandon’s eyes flick toward me for some reason. “Anyone could have left that message.”


  “What,” he says, “you think someone is messing with me for no reason?” He gives me a sideways grin then slaps Brandon on the back. “Remember the meeting. Tomorrow, 7 a.m., at the office. Don’t run off to Stonegate and forget, okay? I already told everyone my new … well, a strong Land Acquisition up-and-comer will be there.”


  “Sure,” Brandon says, clearly looking for another way to object.


  “Don’t forget. You won’t forget, will you?”


  “No.”


  “Good. Because if we bust this meeting, Tom really will walk.” Another grin, this one bigger. “And don’t worry. I’ll get him to the meeting. Then it’s your job to make our case.”


  Brandon nods, but I can tell he’s uncomfortable. They talked through a lot of this earlier, and it’s clear that Brandon doesn’t feel confident that he can convince funding to stand behind our newest acquisition. But if he doesn’t want the big seat, he’d better back off now.


  Dad leans toward me and gives me a little kiss on the cheek. Before Brandon knows what hit him, he’s already across the room.


  Finally, torturously, Brandon turns halfway toward me. “I guess it’s just us then.”


  For some reason, those six words give me a chill. Or is it a thrill?


  “Us and your sister,” I clarify. 


  “Right,” Brandon says, his face unreadable.


  “Where is she, anyway?” I have no idea how much time has passed because the clock ticks slowly when you’re at a table beside someone who both irritates and draws you while you’re each refusing to speak under the weight of the strangeness between you.


  I’m considering letting Brandon off the hook — saying we should call off dinner and go home — when the food arrives.


  Brandon picks up his glass of wine. I think he’s going to toast for some bizarre reason, but instead he drinks half of it.


  “Dinner’s here,” he says, glancing at the two empty places. “How nice.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TWENTY


  Riley


  



  



  AN HOUR AND A HALF later, the dessert plates are cleared, and I’m disliking Brandon’s standoffish behavior a whole lot less.


  Because I’m on my third glass of wine, and I’m a lightweight. And Brandon, after finishing his second glass, ordered scotch. He did it in a grand manner, announcing that when you were at a place like this, you had to drink scotch. Then he said there was a fancy way to order scotch but didn’t know it and never remembered which was better: single-malt or double. He asked the waiter for “all the malts you have” and the waiter turned away with a very French look on his face.


  We’re not drunk. I might be teetering, but really I’m happy. Part of me wonders if it was wise to finish dinner, let alone order dessert — and that same part wonders if it was wise to stay beyond that, to order coffee and to get this third glass of wine. The two definitely don’t mix.


  But I don’t really care.


  None of that was wise. And when my father left, Brandon became more guarded, less pleasant. We ate in silence for a while as if fulfilling a prison sentence. Brandon wanted to mumble about Dad leaving — not because he’d been discourteous to go, but because whatever it was that had stolen him was, in Brandon’s mind, not just unnecessary but downright unimportant.


  I thought that was presumptuous. So I kept my head down, too. I counted asparagus shoots, lining them up on my plate to keep them parallel. Brandon seemed to see me doing it and was about to say something when I realized that Bridget still hadn’t returned.


  “Wait,” I said, looking around as if I’d heard a strange sound, “where is your sister?”


  And Brandon, his head still down, said, “She had chili for lunch.”


  I laughed hard enough that an old man shushed me from one table over. He put a finger to his lips and gave me the evil eye. His wife turned fully in her seat, putting her hand on the back to pivot far enough to stress her diamond-encrusted artificial hip. That thought made me laugh harder, and that’s when I remembered how long it had been since I’d had more than a single glass of wine, and the one in front of me had been generous.


  “Seriously,” said Brandon.


  The thought of running into the restroom to comfort poor diarrhetic Bridget got me giggling again and earned me a second look from the old couple.


  I tried to see Brandon from the corner of my eye. He was smiling. Brandon’s beard hid his lips, but not enough. Things have been lighter since.


  I’m enjoying myself. We made some pointless small talk. We discussed business because that feels safe. He flatters me by asking honest questions, not like the things he’d ask the airheaded daughter who knows nothing of her own. Our rhythm becomes easier, then easy. We’re talking land, lending, big strategy, and ten-year plans. Around Brandon, I almost feel confident, like my father’s stand-in rather than his lackey.


  I don’t think Brandon is telling the truth about his sister — that she left without telling anyone because of an emergency — any more than he told me the truth about the picture. But at this point I care a lot less. Bridget is gone. I made a joke about how I’d miss her conversation, then immediately wondered if her voice issues were a sore spot and I’d gone too far. But Brandon laughed, wry, grumbling good-naturedly that he’d miss her meddling too.


  Brandon sips his scotch. It smells like gasoline when he waves it under my nose, offering a sip. After the third goading offer, I finally agree. It’s awful stuff. It makes my nose flare and burns going down.


  “That’s how a man drinks,” he says, smiling.


  I giggle a little, knowing it is indeed a stupid little giggle, and exhale. There’s one of those quiet moments, but rather than being tense, Brandon is still smiling. His eyes are friendly and soft. Under the table, his knee is inches from mine, and I feel a strong desire to lay my hand atop it.


  “You don’t smile much,” I say, feeling bold. 


  “I’m smiling right now.”


  “That’s because you’re drunk.”


  “I’m not drunk.”


  “You’re lubricated,” I correct.


  “Well, you’re lubricated, too.” But then he seems momentarily embarrassed even through the haze, because the notion of a girl being “lubricated” has a bit of double meaning.


  He breaks the awkwardness by pretending he didn’t notice then says, “What, do I come across as stodgy?”


  “You’re very serious.”


  “Am I? I’m really not.”


  “Well, you look it.”


  “I don’t. What, did you think I was an asshole?”


  “Past tense?” I say. Then I smile to soften the statement, to make it clear as a joke.


  “I’m not,” he says, seeming a trifle offended. “I just don’t smile much, I guess. But that doesn’t make me serious.”


  “Only compared to you.”


  “What does that mean?” And now I’m the one who, to my own ears, sounds a trifle offended. What, I’m all giggles and unicorns? Nothing hardworking and intelligent to look at here, folks. Just another dumb blonde with rainbows in her head.


  “You’re just very ebullient.”


  “‘Ebullient’?”


  “It means happy. Bubbly.”


  “I know what it means. I’m just surprised that you do.”


  “What, because I’m just a construction worker?”


  “You’re Vice President of Land Acquisition,” I say, raising my glass.


  “Not yet.”


  “Soon,” I say. “He likes you a lot.”


  “How ebullient of you.”


  There’s another moment of quiet, and I find the courage to speak. But I’m also aware, despite my lubrication (in its multiple variations), that I’m nervous enough to require courage. Why is that? Brandon isn’t even my type. Yes, he’s hot. Yes, he’s ambitious, and I’m hardwired to melt in the face of ambition. And yes, he’s overcome some bad stuff, tripping my admiration for people who refuse to settle. But at twenty-seven, he’s a bit too old for me. He’s too serious. And there’s that beard.


  “What is with the beard?” My eyes flick away and down as I ask. My hand comes up almost of its own will, and I realize I’m touching my hair, suddenly sure it’s out of place. My airheaded blonde hair, which almost certainly isn’t his type, either.


  “I like having a beard,” he says, as if that’s an answer.


  “Bullshit.”


  His lips pull into a wide smile this time, almost like a joker’s. It makes points of his mouth. It’s probably a beautiful thing without all that hair in the way, but even with the beard I don’t mind. Beards scratch, sure. But Brandon’s looks soft, and it takes everything inside me not to reach out and see for myself.


  “What?” I say.


  “It’s just cute to see you swear.”


  I’m sure I’ve sworn in front of him before. I also wasn’t shy at school, with my friends. But that’s a side I’ve been hiding. He’ll assume I was in a damned sorority if I let him down that road, and I definitely wasn’t. My friends went to crappy diners and dive-bar concerts. It’s definitely not my first go-round at being called “cute,” though, and more than once one of my male friends had to save me from a drunk admirer with a mohawk.


  “Cute.”


  “It’s not bad to be cute,” he says, apparently noting my tone.


  “So you think that’s what I am. Cute.” It’s a trap question. Because of course he should think I’m cute, but he also shouldn’t.


  “Sure,” he says, unabashed.


  I’m not as offended as I should be. But if he says “sure” so easily, does that mean it’s what everyone else at Life of Riley thinks? It’s definitely what my father thinks.


  “I’m more than cute.”


  “I get that,” he says, the coat hanger smile still on his lips.


  “I swear plenty.”


  “Yeah? Let’s hear it.”


  “Fuck,” I say.


  His eyebrows go up. “The big one, right off the bat.” He sips. “That’s kind of hot.”


  “I thought it was cute?”


  “It’s hot to hear you swear because you’re cute.”


  I suppose this is a compliment. It’s also an uncomfortable one, and I’m not tipsy enough to miss the awkward part coming if we keep heading down this road.


  Brandon leans back and twists his lips up at one end as if thinking hard.


  “How do you know Johnny Rotten?” he says.


  “Who?”


  “John Lydon. The singer from the Sex Pistols.”


  It’s a strange question. I’m sure my face twists a bit when I reply. “What makes you think I know him?”


  “I saw a picture of you with him on LiveLyfe.”


  My expression twists farther. “Why were you on my LiveLyfe?”


  He looks suddenly embarrassed. “Oh. I don’t know. Job research.”


  “You’re stalking me,” I joke. But something about the idea that he’s spent time looking me up makes me feel warmer than what I already feel from the wine. Now I really want to lay my hand on his knee. The restaurant is clearing out a little, and the empty space makes me want to kiss him. Nobody would need to know. But then again, that’s the kind of thing Old Riley would do. The action of a hormone-fueled teenager.


  “I was looking up Life of Riley, and you’re connected, so I — ”


  I decide to save him. “What’s Johnny Rotten to you?” I ask. Because the picture isn’t labeled; it’s just another upload I never bothered to caption. Who recognizes John Lydon today? This isn’t Johnny Rotten from the liner notes of Never Mind the Bollocks. This is Lydon as he is now, decades later. And that’s even ignoring that the Pistols’ heyday was before both our times. I can thank my vintage friends at college for introducing me to that old scene. But what’s it to Brandon?


  “I like punk music. Well, all sorts of music, really. But enough to know Johnny Rotten when I see him.”


  “He doesn’t even look like Johnny Rotten anymore. Would you recognize Sid Vicious, too?”


  “I would,” Brandon says, “if he wasn’t dead.”


  I raise my glass: trick question passed.


  The waiter returns and asks if we’d like our wine and gasoline-scotch refreshed. We both decline, but I ask for more coffee. The waiter seems slightly annoyed that we’re still here, occupying the table, but scuttles off to comply.


  “Maybe we should go,” I say, watching the bustling waiter. My bluff should be obvious because I just asked for more coffee, but Brandon doesn’t seem to see it. Good. Because I’d like to keep pretending I don’t want him, and maybe he’ll do me the courtesy of pretending he doesn’t want me.


  This might be a mistake waiting to happen. I don’t think either of us is thinking clearly, but we’re definitely not drunk. It’s the perfect amount of inhibition, just right like Goldilocks’s porridge.


  “I could call you a cab,” he says.


  Oh. Right. I forgot that Bridget, in order to handle her “emergency,” took his car.


  “Sounds like a pain.”


  “Maybe an Uber,” he suggests.


  “Also sounds like a pain,” I say.


  And now I’m having to backtrack. Now I’m clearly the one keeping us here, given the way I’m rebutting all departure options. But he is too, and has been from the start; we could easily have taken our food to go and called two separate cabs (or Uber cars) straightaway. I’m not sure what kept us eating after Dad’s departure. Maybe it was a sense of obligation to get our money’s worth on my father’s generosity. Or maybe it was something else — something that held our silence long enough for a few glasses of liquid courage to loosen our tongues.


  “Okay,” he says, that smile changing on his face. “I have an idea.”


  Brandon raises his hand. The waiter, watching us, comes over. He has the coffee pot — a froufrou French press thingy — but Brandon puts his hand over my cup before the man can pour.


  “We’ll take the check. Never mind the coffee.”


  “And never mind the Bollocks either,” I say.


  Brandon gives me a look as the waiter leaves. There’s a heavy moment between us.


  Okay, maybe two and a half large glasses of wine is too much for a seldom-drinking girl like me. And consequently, maybe I shouldn’t play along with whatever Brandon has in mind.


  But I’m young. It’s still early. And I find myself wanting to play.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  Brandon


  



  



  BRIDGET KNOWS BETTER THAN TO text me again. Her interference in my life and livelihood, this time, is unforgivably past the line. Not only did she maroon me at the table and steal my truck, she also duped Mason with what I presume was a decoy message left by one of her friends. She disturbed the dinner at which I might have received my promotion, all because of some misguided impression that I like this girl and need a shove for my own good.


  I’m teetering on whether or not to strike back at Bridget. Only the fact that I’m actually not mad keeps me from hurling the first stone.


  I get up from the table, knowing I should use my phone to get a couple of Uber cars sent this way: one for me and another for Riley. She needs to get home, and I should brush up on some stuff before our 7 a.m. meeting tomorrow. The meeting is surely the final test. If I impress the investors — who will be surprised when Mason approaches them tonight bearing Bridget’s manufactured bad news — then I’ll be home free. At that point, nothing could stop me from getting the vice presidency and everything I want out of life.


  Nothing except for something catastrophic that makes Mason change his mind about me.


  I’d have to … I don’t know … sleep with his daughter or something.


  The thought occurs to me, but I laugh it off without letting the humor touch my lips. Because the idea of sleeping with Mason’s daughter, once whispered inside me, is delicious but absurd. I’d never do something so stupid. At the same time, I have to admit that she’s impossible not to look at.


  She’s not my type. I wasn’t lying about that. She’s too bubbly. Too perky. Too full of sunshine and seeming naiveté. Doesn’t matter that she does krav maga. Doesn’t matter that she’s into (and I verified this on my phone when I ran to the bathroom) a lot of the same music as me. Doesn’t matter that the sunshine and naiveté, based on what LiveLyfe has to say, is blended with something darkly intriguing. She lists Salvador Dali as an interest. She’s liked a bunch of Tarantino films. I’d have imagined her as someone who likes roller skating, wine coolers, and … little else. But no. She was in a Young Entrepreneurs club. Looks like she even won an award, or a contest, or something.


  But now, because that’s all a bit too obtuse to generate this warmth I feel inside watching her, my mind wants to focus it into physical stuff. Her body is too small for me, but suddenly it feels like the thing that’s been missing from my bed. Her hair isn’t just pretty; now it seems elegant. The way she walks isn’t just sexy. To me, with all these confused thoughts running rampant through my mind, even her gently swaying rear is fascinating.


  Even the joke — the certainty that I’d never sleep with this girl if she’d let me, if she’d beg me — forces my heart to beat harder. It makes my face flush, shortens my breath, and causes my words to consider a stutter. It makes thoughts run through my mind — all sorts of do not images that nonetheless make me hard. Everything my brain carefully outlines as forbidden and stupid and of-course-you-can’t-do-that, another part of me watches with a salivating tongue.


  I’m thinking this as I hand the house jacket back to the maître d’, careful to slip Mason’s credit card into my pants pocket. 


  I’m thinking it as we exit the restaurant, with me in the lead … lagging back to open doors so I can watch the way she moves and hope she’ll accidentally brush against me as she passes.


  I’m thinking all of this as we step into the cool night. If I were still wearing a jacket, I’d offer it to her for the short walk. It’s not that I think she’s cold. I want to give her something for a reason that feels primal. I want to protect her whether she wants protection or not. Even those wants feel wrong, but I allow them to happen.


  Riley stands outside the restaurant’s entrance, three feet from me, mostly looking out at the lights of Old Town, half-turned. Her little red dress is modest enough, but still I can only think of how it’s pressed tight against her naked skin. I don’t even think she’s wearing a bra because I can’t see lines. Her hand is just a bit away from her body, and it’s as if she wants me to take it. But in this little farce, we’re two people marooned together, nothing more. I wouldn’t take Mason’s hand, so of course I wouldn’t take hers.


  “Where to?” she asks.


  I nod forward and walk, not yet indicating our destination. She follows a half step behind then catches up. She’s on the roadside, so I switch around so she’s nearer to the buildings. Putting myself between a woman and the road is either chivalrous or chauvinistic, and I’m not sure which applies. I guess it depends on the woman. I look over to see, but really I want to watch her for the seconds it takes to notice my stare.


  This is a mistake.


  Or is it? We’re killing some time together. No big deal.


  But I can tell, watching my own responses as if from the outside, that this is what I’d do if I wanted to take a girl home. If Riley were a date, I’d prolong our evening, play to our mutual interests. I’d work hard to find common ground while not being too analytical about it all. I’d try to read her cues, like I’m reading them now. I’d banter. I’d see where things went.


  There’s no reason to kill time with Riley. Dinner was supposed to be between me and Mason, not us. She’s an add-on. She didn’t even participate in the business parts of the discussion — though to be fair, Mason never gave her a chance. She was almost as mute as Bridget. When he left, it was my job to be polite, finish up, and see his daughter home.


  There’s nothing between me and Riley.


  There can’t be anything between me and Riley.


  I’m thinking this while we walk, listening to the click of her low heels, enjoying the feeling of Riley beside me, and the surety that other men seeing us together will think she’s mine.


  Before we get to where we’re going, I’m thinking it’s objectively smarter for me to end the evening.


  And yet something keeps me walking. Something keeps my lips closed. Something keeps whispering that this is all for fun, that I’d do the same if Mason had a son instead of a daughter — a lie I allow myself to believe.


  We arrive at a set of big wooden doors. Riley walks a few steps past before realizing I’ve stopped. She turns around to look at me with genuine surprise. Her blue-green eyes follow my white-sleeved arm to its end, settling on the hand I’ve used to grasp the big brass door handle.


  “We can’t go in there,” she says.


  I knock.


  There’s a click from inside, and the door opens.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  Riley


  



  



  IT’S SATURDAY NIGHT, BUT THE Overlook has been closed for the past few weekends for renovations. I read about it in the town paper, which Dad had left on the coffee table. The guy who runs the place, Danny, is a town renegade. He must have deep pockets because the loss of profits doesn’t seem to bother him, and the hall has always done things in unusual ways. That’s why the musicians love it. Because it’s not a typical concert hall and doesn’t obey the usual music scene standards. Which, for some, means they can get away with whatever they care to try.


  The small bar and concert hall is on a corner, bright yellow, and kind of offensive-looking if you aren’t from Inferno Falls and didn’t grow up getting used to its garish appearance. There’s a tiny patio out front with a low fence separating it from the sidewalk, but during renovations the outside chairs seem to have been stacked in a pile to the door’s left. I haven’t been back long enough to have seen it this way as more than pictures in the paper, but reading the article, I got a distinct Willy Wonka’s chocolate factory vibe. Danny is eccentric and reclusive (when he’s not in club mode, at which point he becomes almost obnoxiously outgoing), and the place was an institution when I left for school. With the doors shuttered and nobody in the outside chairs, I imagined it feeling quiet but rebuilding inside. And here we are, at the big wooden door at the odd building’s corner, apparently holding a Golden Ticket and waiting for Oompa Loompas to show.


  But the door isn’t opened by an Oompa Loompa. Instead, I find myself facing a middle-aged man not much taller than I am. He has a tiny mustache, distinctly unfashionable, and is wearing glasses that are even less so. The man has short, brushy brown-going-slightly-gray hair and is wearing a white tee.


  “What do you want?” he asks, peeking through the crack. “The place is closed until next Friday.”


  “Richard,” Brandon says.


  The small man looks over, opening the door wide enough to see my companion. His face instantly changes. The door flies open, and the man rushes forward in a bustling, busy manner to clap Brandon’s back in welcome.


  “Brandon! Where the hell have you been?” His manner is half-companionable and half-chiding. I suppose guys would call it “ball-busting,” like Brandon had neglected something by being away for too long.


  “I was here last week.”


  “Not when I was here.”


  “I’ll be sure to check with your secretary next time.”


  Richard, whoever he is, puts his hands on his hips and looks Brandon over. He glances at me again, but it’s a bit reserved, almost suspicious. To Brandon he says, “So, what’s up?”


  “Anyone fiddling tonight?”


  Very businesslike: “What, literally? No. No fiddles.”


  “Not literally playing fiddles, Richard.” Brandon rolls his eyes. “I just meant playing a bit. Trying their sets.”


  “Dimebag was trying some shit earlier.”


  “But he’s done.”


  “He’s done,” Richard agrees. There’s a moment where they both kind of nod to each other with unspoken understanding. I get the feeling of a tragedy barely avoided. Whatever “Dimebag” is, we definitely dodged a bullet by missing it.


  “What about Chloe. Is Chloe around?”


  “No. No Chloe. I haven’t seen her.” Again, I get distinct businesslike impression from Richard, as if this is all quite serious. From context, I gather that Chloe, Dimebag, and fiddling all refer to musical acts that may or may not be trying out material in rehearsal mode even while the club is closed — presumably in preparation for next Friday night — but I can’t tell where Richard falls in the grand scheme. He doesn’t look like a musician or even much of a fan. Danny owns the place on his own, so Richard isn’t a partner. He has the manner of a screener — someone placed at the door to intercept and evaluate all comings and goings.


  “Who’s here then?”


  “Gavin and Freddy.”


  “Gavin’s here?”


  “Gavin and Freddy,” Richard repeats. 


  “Can we come in?”


  Richard looks at me. He starts high, goes low, then slowly moves his eyes high again. The once-over isn’t lecherous. I get the feeling I’m being scanned, as if for weapons or evil motives.


  “Yeah, I guess,” he says and steps aside.


  Richard closes the door and stays behind us. I glance back to see if he has a stool where he awaits visitors, but he walks away. We either got lucky that he was there to answer Brandon’s knock or Richard was surveilling somehow, even though I get the impression that surveilling isn’t his job, if he even has one.


  “Richard Spencer,” Brandon explains, watching my gaze. “He wouldn’t have been here when you were here last, I guess.”


  I decide not to comment on the fact that Brandon shouldn’t know when I was here last, or that I used to come here at all. It’s not hard to figure out, but it’s also not the kind of thing you don’t know if you’re not interested enough to look.


  “No. I don’t know him.”


  “Everyone thinks he’s an undercover cop or something.”


  We’re walking a dim hallway between the door and the main part of the bar, toward the stage. When I look over, I can’t catch Brandon’s expression or get him to notice mine.


  “How can he be undercover if everyone knows?”


  “They don’t know. They think. It’s possible he’s just a nut. He seems to have shown up in town two or three years ago and immediately failed to be inconspicuous. I will say that if he is undercover law enforcement, he’s terrible at his job.”


  “And he hangs out at a closed bar?”


  “Danny gave him some token job because he thinks he’s interesting. Not the first time Danny’s hired someone based on a wild hair or a soft spot.”


  Brandon slightly pauses around “soft spot” and I get the impression there’s a deeper story there, but I don’t ask. It’s strange to think that I’ve never met Brandon before last week, given that I used to see bands and hang out at the Overlook at the sub-twenty-one nights and shows. But maybe he didn’t have the beard back then. I look up, trying to imagine what he’d look like shaved. Those eyes make me wonder. His face seems like it should be soft, whereas the beard only adds an unnecessary edge and distance. It’s like he — not Richard Spencer — is the one trying to hide.


  We walk into the main room, which takes me back. Whatever renovations Danny is having done, they haven’t changed the place’s appearance on the inside any more than things have changed on the outside. There’s still the same small-and-intimate stage to one end, occupied by a man who’s milling about with a guitar. The stage looks strange to me because when someone is on it, the house lights have always been down. But the bar is bright right now, a set of multicolored Christmas lights surrounding a sprawling back-bar mirror. Bottles are lined up around it, all polished-looking and somehow dust free, their silver siphons sparkling in the overhead lights.


  I know this room. I’ve heard so much great music here. I didn’t drink because I was too young, but I spent many late evenings steeped in the setting, making my father nervous, in the few years before I went away. I was always with a group of mixed-gender friends, always safe, never walking the streets in this good part of town alone after dark. But Dad was still probably overly permissive to let me out that late so often — just one of a few ways he may have spoiled me without meaning to, because I was his little girl and he couldn’t help it, because I didn’t have a mother and he wanted me to be happy.


  I look over at Brandon.


  “You have a meeting tomorrow, don’t you?”


  He nods.


  “Do you have time for this?” Meaning being here. With me.


  “It’s only ten.”


  Yes. And the club is closed, so it’s not like we can get carried away in the momentum of the evening and stay all night.


  Unless we get carried away in the momentum of the evening. And stay together all night.


  “Watch,” he says.


  I think he’s drawing my attention to the man onstage, but I jump a little when I feel his hands on me — not on my hand or shoulders, but actually right on my hips. I glance where he’s looking and see a broken bottle on the floor. I wonder how it got there if the club isn’t open.


  Brandon steers me around it, his manner casual, as if we’re supposed to be together — as if he guides me like this all the time. It’s forward of him to touch me like this, but once I feel his hands I don’t want it to stop. I let him guide me to safety, five seconds away. And when the hands leave, I still feel them.


  I want them back. My head is buzzing, but not from the wine.


  Brandon pulls a chair from one of the empty tables, which were usually cleared to widen the dance floor. He’s holding it out for me, so I sit. But he takes my arm when I do, as if I’m frail and need support. I don’t. But I take his help anyway.


  Brandon sits beside, rather than across from me. The table is small, and my bare upper arm is practically brushing his starched dress shirt. He’s rolled his sleeves up sometime during the walk, and while his eyes are elsewhere, my arm seems to move on its own, and now they’re touching. His forearm is slightly tan, and I can see the muscles move as he taps a finger on the table. It’s a working man’s arm on a future executive’s body, as if he hasn’t outgrown his roots.


  Eventually, the man on the stage sees us, not quite front and center but a row of tables back. He was pulling a stool into place in the stage’s middle with quiet confidence, but now he looks a bit taken off guard.


  “Look who’s here,” the man says, smiling slightly. He looks somewhere around our age, maybe right in the middle. He has a curiously handsome look — a mix of sculpted bones, fine lips, and heavy, masculine brows. But there’s more on his face than beauty. I can almost see a cloud above him.


  “Were you going to play?” Brandon asks.


  “I was.”


  “Don’t let us stop you.”


  “It’s just an acoustic version of something I’m trying out.”


  “Try it on us.”


  “It’s not ready.”


  “Gavin,” Brandon says, his voice both knowing and firm.


  I don’t really understand what passes between the two men, but Brandon’s simple statement of the performer’s apparent name carries obvious weight that I can’t see or hear. I get the feeling of an old argument or at least an ongoing one, in which Brandon thinks he knows best — and Gavin, against his will, reluctantly agrees. It’s the way Dad used to tell me I needed to study when I wanted to go out, and being a good girl deep down, I had to admit he was right.


  So Gavin, onstage, takes the stool and lays a beautiful blond-wood guitar across his lap. The house lights don’t dim, and the stage lights don’t change to give him a quiet spotlight. There aren’t any amps, not even a mic. It’s just us and Gavin.


  The song is beautiful. I’ve never heard it before, but it shifts something deep inside me. The lyrics aren’t especially sad, but still I find myself tearing up. I brush moisture from my eyes, minding my makeup, halfway through. Brandon looks over and gives me a knowing smile. There’s something he’s saying to me, but about Gavin and his song as well.


  I listen until the final note then sit there somehow wounded. I don’t understand my reaction. But when people say you can hear an artist’s soul in his music? Yeah. That’s what Gavin’s song does to me.


  He sets down the guitar then approaches our table. Brandon introduces us. Gavin doesn’t sit, and I get the distinct impression it’s because he’s embarrassed.


  “Amazing, Gavin,” Brandon says.


  “It’s just an adaptation.”


  “It’s a good adaptation. Tell me you’re rehearsing so you can play it when the place reopens.”


  “I can’t. It’s one of Grace’s.”


  “Doesn’t make it not worth playing. In fact, that makes it more worth playing.”


  I look from one man to the other. The air still has that curious feeling of empty. I feel unseated. My heart is yearning for something, but it doesn’t know what. Something vague and ephemeral maybe, like the emotion I heard inside the song. I look at Brandon to snap me out of it, but the feeling only grows stronger.


  “Not yet,” Gavin says.


  “She wouldn’t want this,” Brandon tells Gavin. “This. Here. What you keep doing to yourself.”


  “I know.”


  But there’s not much more to say, apparently, because Gavin makes vague little motions as if he needs to get back to pressing business. Finally, Brandon decides to grant mercy and tells Gavin thanks, he’ll see him later. I also thank Gavin, feeling more deeply than I maybe should, and shake his hand. He gives another of those sad smiles and leaves, not even retrieving his guitar from the stage.


  “That man,” Brandon says, shaking his head.


  “What about him?” I ask. “What’s his story?”


  I feel something. I look down. Brandon’s finger just brushed mine by accident. Because I’m the girl and can get away with such things, I put my hand over his, feeling the roughness of a hard life under my palm. It’s supposed to be a gesture of reassurance, but we both know it’s not. My heart hammers hard enough in my chest to make me almost dizzy, and I fight the urge to make a telltale swallow.


  “What is it, Brandon?”


  Instead of answering, he leans in. Just a little.


  I lean in too. Then I feel his other hand on my leg. It’s not too much, just enough. At any point we could back off, laugh, and pretend this is all nothing.


  “What is it?” I ask again, my voice quieter.


  His hand, on the table, turns over and squeezes mine. We move closer, and there’s nobody in the closed club’s main room to see.


  Brandon’s phone vibrates. He breaks contact and straightens, and I’m left feeling naked, my breath too short.


  He turns the phone to show me the screen.


  “From Bridget. She and a friend returned my truck to the lot.” A friendly, no-big-deal smile, as if we hadn’t just been inches from kissing. “Isn’t that nice of her?”


  “Peachy,” I say.


  “I guess I’d better get you home.”


  I straighten the rest of the way up as Brandon rises, the moment gone. But my body missed the message, and I can still feel my pulse everywhere at once.


  “Come on,” he says, leading the way.


  I follow, hot and bothered, unsure whether I’ve just been saved from something foolish or denied something wonderful.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  Riley


  



  



  WE’RE OUT THE DOOR AND back onto the street when Brandon stops under a street light. The sidewalks aren’t deserted but are fairly still; it’s a summer evening in Old Town and there’s plenty still going on, but much of it is indoors around the Overlook’s corner. A few people pass us, and I try to focus on each one. I imagine them as people who know my father, who know me, and whom I need to prove wrong. I was eighteen when I left, yes. But now I’m twenty-two and have a degree. I’m ready to move on. To become more. And no matter what Mason James thinks, I can.


  “What?” I ask him.


  He looks momentarily uncomfortable then glances up the street, toward the restaurant, presumably toward his truck — which, until five minutes ago, I’d assumed was a car.


  “Maybe we should get you an Uber.”


  “Can’t you take me home?” I shouldn’t have said that because it sounds demanding and perhaps a bit whiny, but I’m not quite ready for this evening to end. It should, by all measures. But I want more time. More chances for happy accidents like what almost happened inside the club.


  “I have that early meeting.”


  “But it’s just past ten.”


  He sighs, then looks back at me and says, “It’s not a very nice ride.”


  “What?” Then I understand. “You mean your car?”


  “My truck.”


  “Right.”


  He looks so uncomfortable. I want to take his hand and, as in the club, tell him that whatever it is, it’ll be all right.


  But instead of saying anything, he walks ahead. I scramble to keep pace.


  “I had something come up,” he says.


  “What do you mean?”


  “I’ve been meaning to get a new car. But I had something come up.”


  I look ahead. There’s only one parking lot in sight, and just one truck in the lot. Even from here I can see the rust. The thing is dark gray, but it might once have been black or even blue. It’s difficult to tell in the scant light, but it’s not hard to see that’s the subject of Brandon’s worries.


  “Oh,” I say. “Of course.”


  “Some stuff with Bridget. I had to help her out.”


  He’s embarrassed. It breaks my heart. I want to smile, but can’t bring myself to do so lest he think I’m being patronizing.


  “I told you about my friend Moochie when you asked about the Johnny Rotten picture, right?” I say.


  “No.”


  “And his car?”


  Brandon gives a confused little shrug. “No.”


  “It was a huge brown shitbox Buick. Because it was so messed up to begin with, he wasn’t picky about running into things. Like parking meters.”


  I can tell I’m on thin ground, bringing up a crappy car story that makes it clear we both think his truck is crappy, too. But Brandon laughs a little.


  I could tell him more — how Moochie used to Super Glue troll dolls to its hood and roof, for example — but I decide to stop while I’m ahead and keep things simple. So I grab his hand without thinking and say, “I like your truck.”


  “It’s my work truck.”


  “You should see my ‘work car,’” I say, which is ridiculous both because I only have one car and because it’s cluttered, but in great shape. “Come on.” And this time, I lead him. It’s a few steps before I realize I’ve been too familiar and let go of his hand, keeping close, smiling without making it too apparent how much I’m enjoying his company.


  But Brandon, looking over, is quiet. It’s not vehicle shame now, though. It’s something deeper. Something animal. The smile leaves my lips, but now I want to walk even closer.


  I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Enough time has passed that the first glass of wine, at least, should be leaving my system. But I still feel intoxicated. I want to touch Brandon, even knowing what a bad idea it is for us both. We could never be together. We’re not a good fit, and we’re from backgrounds different enough to be opposite. He’s too old for me. He works with (for!) my father. And if I embarrass myself in front of a man who might one day be my boss, I’ll only confirm all that Dad’s thinking. What everyone, I imagine, is thinking.


  But by the time we climb into the truck, a tense quiet has settled between us. I’m afraid to look at Brandon. He seems afraid to look at me. I must appear angry, but the soul of Gavin’s sad song has rooted in my heart, and I’m anything but. I feel myself drawn toward Brandon. And unless I’m mistaken, I can see him fighting the same thing from his end.


  I sit. I strap in. I don’t know what to do with my hands, so I fold them in my lap. I don’t know where to look, so I turn my eyes to the dashboard, the floor, the CDs in the door pocket.


  “I told you it was dirty before we got in,” he says, a bit too harshly, because he must think my survey means I’m judging.


  “I know.”


  “I didn’t expect I’d be driving anyone.”


  “Except Bridget,” I say.


  He throws me a look. Again: almost angry. Not angry at all.


  “How do I get to your place?”


  I tell him.


  “That’s way up in Cherry Hill.”


  “Yes,” I say, because it should be obvious and already established. He knows I live with my father for now. I just got home from college. And everyone knows my father lives in Cherry Hill, or at least they should assume it, based on his income and status.


  “It’s going to take us a half hour to get there.”


  “About,” I say.


  “And a half hour to get back.”


  “Maybe you should get me a cab after all,” I say, near to snapping. It’s hard for me to move with this full, inflated feeling throughout my body, but I swivel over and unclasp the seatbelt anyway. Every movement feels dangerous, as if I’m a bomb about to go off.


  Brandon pushes the truck into reverse then backs up while I’m still unbuckled. I snap it back in, the issue apparently decided, and stare out the window.


  Within a few minutes, the lights of Old Town surrender to fields. Street lights vanish. I keep looking out the side window, but there’s nothing to see, not even a moon. I could look forward, but there’s nothing there, either. And I’m pretty sure Brandon is mad at me, so I don’t want to catch his eye.


  It’s okay. I think I might be mad at him, too.


  I look over. He’s looking at me out of the corner of his eye. He flicks his stare forward again, and we sit in the dark cab, lit only by the instrument panel.


  I reach out to at least turn on the radio. But nothing happens when I start pushing knobs and buttons.


  “It’s broken,” he says.


  “You don’t have a radio?”


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t know it’d matter.”


  “I offered to take a cab,” I say.


  “I can drive you.”


  “I see that. And it’s obviously pissing you off.”


  “It’s not pissing me off.”


  I scoff. “It so is. Don’t worry. You’ve already impressed my father. You don’t have to impress me more by doing me favors.”


  “I’m not trying to impress your father.”


  “Sure you are.” I pause. “And that’s fine.”


  “I’m driving you home because it’s the right thing to do.”


  “It’s an hour out of your way. I’m a big girl.” I keep tapping the radio. I can’t believe it doesn’t work. I hate this silence. There’s a fucking cloud in the cab. I can practically see it boiling out of us. We need noise. Anything to break the tension that for some reason came from nowhere. We were doing so well. Getting along so nicely. What the hell happened?


  “I said it’s broken.”


  I take my hand off the radio. “I thought maybe just the CD player was broken.”


  “It’s all broken, Jesus.”


  I stop and look out the window. Then I think, No, no, that’s bullshit. I don’t back down. So I glare at his profile and say, “What’s your problem?”


  “I don’t have a problem. No problem at all.”


  “This is your choice, you know. I said I’d take a cab. I’m even saying it’s smarter for me to take a cab. But no … you wanted to take me home.”


  “Which I’m willing to do. Happy to do.”


  “You don’t get to make a choice and bitch about it. One or the other. Maybe you should take some fucking responsibility.”


  He shakes his head. “You know what? It’s actually not that cute when you swear.”


  “Very mature.”


  “Oh, now I’m immature?”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Look. I said I’d take you home. It’s fine. Seriously. I’m not complaining.”


  “You don’t have to complain. It’s obvious from the way you’re acting.”


  “And you know how I feel? You know I’m annoyed, even though I say I’m not.”


  “Of course I do.”


  He huffs. “Maybe you should have taken a cab.”


  “I said I would! I want to!”


  Brandon wrenches the wheel sideways, hard. The tires screech, and a second later I feel the ride change as we go off-road. There’s a second of panic, and I’m sure we’re going into a culvert, but Brandon must have better night eyes than me because he’s jockeyed us into the small dirt parking area around a large roadside produce stand. There are still no lights. It’s distant town glow, dash lights, stars, and nothing else.


  “Fine. Let’s call a cab!”


  I cross my arms. “Don’t be stupid.”


  “You want to call a cab? Let’s call a cab.” He pulls out his phone. “Right now. They can come get you.”


  “Here,” I say.


  “Of course here.”


  “Fine.” It’s stupid, but I won’t lose this.


  “There’s no service.” He looks at the phone then taps. I pull out my phone, but there’s no service for me in corn country either.


  “Then take me back to town,” I snap. “I’ll can get a car and leave from there.”


  “Fine!” He throws the truck into gear again, but this time the thing just shudders forward and stalls. He moves back to park and turns the key. Then: “Shit!”


  “What?”


  “It’s stalled out. The battery cable keeps coming loose.”


  “So go fix it,” I say.


  “It comes off while I’m driving! It’s not charged.” He glares at me like it’s my fault. “Trust me. This has happened before.” 


  I can’t imagine that’s how it works. Not only would his truck have to be a huge piece of shit, but so would the battery itself. As would Brandon, for failing to man up and fix it once he noticed the problem.


  “I don’t guess you have a spare battery,” I say, my arms again crossed.


  “Who carries a spare battery?”


  “People who know their main battery might go dead.”


  “Batteries are expensive!” But after saying it, he looks like he knows he shouldn’t have.


  “That’s so dumb. You buy it if you need it.” 


  He shakes his head. “Jesus. You’re impossible. Have you ever had to fix anything? Have you ever had to buy anything with your own money?”


  “Yes!”


  “You have no idea what it’s like. No idea at all. People like you … ”


  “What about ‘people like me’?” Then, when I see he won’t answer, I pull out my phone.


  “Calling Daddy?” 


  “I’m calling Triple-A.”


  Brandon pulls out his own phone and starts tapping on it in an exaggerated manner. He holds it to his ear. “Oh, me too. Hello? Who’s there? No fucking service!” 


  “And this is my fault?”


  He looks over, eyes boring into mine, and shakes his head. “If I hadn’t stopped the truck, this wouldn’t have happened.”


  I match him, staring back, leaning in slightly. “It’s not my fault you can’t stop your truck without it dying.”


  We stare for a few tense seconds, eye to eye. And then something snaps, and he comes at me, his breath hot and hard. His lips claim mine, and I kiss him back, hard.


  My internal signals are confused in an intense emotional soup: I’m furious, frustrated, aroused, attracted, hateful, longing, hot tempered — soaking wet.


  I can barely form words, so I don’t.


  I let him take me and paw at his chest, at his back, at his belt.


  I’m pressed against the door as he climbs over the console, his movements clumsy and rushed. There’s nothing in his eyes but raw need. There’s nothing in his kiss but lust and urgency. My tongue fights back, taking him in, grasping the skin of his neck, sliding my hands under his shirt as I reach over his shoulders to his back, feeling the muscle there.


  Fabric is in my way, so I pull my hands back and reach for his buttons as he paws my breasts through my dress. Then his mouth is on my neck, kissing up the side, to under my ear. I feel crushed, and he’s halfway bent on the console, but he must see it because one hand goes up to the door handle and yanks it open.


  I almost spill to the dirt but recover enough to sit sideways and swing my legs out, not sure where I’m meant to go. We’re all pants and grunts, like rabid animals. My breathing is thick and deep; I can feel heat coming up from the bottom of my lungs as I practically roll out. Brandon is right behind me, shambling, half falling.


  My legs give way as intense pressure, denied for hours, begins to swell. I buckle down, and he pulls me up, pressing me against the truck’s side. Then we’re sliding along the body toward the back, and Brandon lowers the lift gate. He puts his hands on my hips again, but this time there’s no courtesy. Only desire.


  My ass thumps onto the tailgate as Brandon’s eyes devour mine. All I see is his want, his desire, his naked need.


  Then he’s up in the bed with me, and my hands dart to his belt, unbuckling, unfastening his pants, undoing his zipper, reaching inside to take what I need. My hand closes on his length as he raises my hips, shoving my dress up, reaching beneath it to hook his fingers in the sides of my panties and yank them down to my ankles.


  I push Brandon’s pants down to his thighs. His hand cups my sex, his fingers sliding up and down in the wetness of my cleft.


  Our eyes meet. His breath is heavy. He knee-walks forward and puts the head of his cock against me. The first push is slow, so I reach around behind him and pull him inside me, feeling full, like a bomb has finally gone off.


  We go until he’s finished. In that time, I climax twice. The first time, I bite his neck. I rake my nails up his back, claiming him as my own.


  Then it’s over, and he collapses still inside me.


  We fall asleep in the dark, our itches and anger scratched.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  Brandon


  



  



  I WAKE UP WONDERING WHO’S spent several hours beating my backbone with a sledgehammer.


  It’s dark, but there’s a definite muted red blush to the east. It takes me one or two solid seconds to even remember where I am — not because I was so drunk as to forget, but because it’s all very improbable. I do sleep in a pitch-black room at home, but it’s not on stamped sheet metal with a spare trailer hitch cozied up beneath me. I have one of those foam pillows. Waking up with my head cocked nearly 90 degrees sideways, wedged against a corner, is distinctly different.


  Everything hurts.


  I sit up, realizing it’s because I’ve been here a lot longer than I thought I would.


  When I fell asleep how long I thought I’d be here was maybe a few minutes. Long enough to appease the sense of intense fatigue that overcame me when we were —


  I blink in the darkness. I look down.


  — when we were done. Done having sex.


  Me and Riley James.


  Ah, shit.


  This isn’t like sneaking out after a one-night stand. She’s just a lump in the darkness right now and is sleeping like the dead, so I’ll bet I could slide off this truck bed and run off into the field. But I’m not trying to leave an apartment; this time, I’m in the middle of a fucking field. A field that’s maybe halfway between the center of Inferno Falls and Cherry Hill.


  It’s all coming back as cobwebs depart.


  The truck is dead.


  As of last night, we couldn’t even get cell service.


  There are fifteen or twenty solid seconds wherein I consider leaving anyway. No, this isn’t your typical one-night stand due to location, but all the other hallmarks are there. I feel strange and filled with a deep sense of regret, maybe shame. I try to consider what will happen when she wakes up, and it nearly makes me panic because awkward doesn’t begin to cover what things will be like. If this were my place, I’d want her to leave. If we were at hers, I’d gather my stuff and creep out.


  I could do that. After all, the truck’s battery is gone. I can’t call the auto club with my phone or hers unless I find some cell service, and I’m not going to get a ride unless someone practically runs into me. The answer to both dilemmas is the road, a few hundred feet away, behind the corn.


  But I can’t do it. I’m going to have to start walking at some point, probably, but I’m not a big enough son of a bitch to leave Riley alone. A young woman, waking up alone in the middle of nowhere, marooned and helpless. She could fall victim to all sorts of things.


  I can’t leave, and I sure as hell don’t want to wake her. So I slide to the dirt and fish out my phone.


  Jesus. It’s almost five fucking a.m. No wonder I hurt. I slept on a trailer hitch for most of a night.


  But more interestingly, my phone has bars.


  Specifically, it has one bar.


  I try to call directory assistance, but the call keeps glitching out and disconnecting. I text Bridget, and it seems to go through. It’s sternly worded. It manages to remind her that this is her fault and that she owes me one for that money I recently gave her without sounding, I hope, like too much of an asshole. I tell her she owes us not just a jumpstart for the truck, but also a ride home for Riley. Because not only do I have a meeting to prepare for, I can’t stand the thought of spending another half hour or more in a car with her. Not now. No way.


  I sit on a big rock by the road. Maybe someone will drive by.


  But I get up after a few minutes and head back to the truck because if someone sees me and stops, I’ll have to accept their help. I’ll have to use their battery to jumpstart mine, and then it’ll be up to me, again, to get Riley safely home with the pall of wrongdoing above us like a cloud.


  



  



  I’m just starting to think Bridget won’t show up when she finally pulls into the lot.


  I was afraid my description was too vague, but I’m hiding in the corn, waiting for her winking right headlight, to flag her down. I knew she’d get the text; she’s got a serious tech addiction and sleeps with her phone on her nightstand, ringer on because she’s just that forgetful. And I knew she’d respond and come fast because as much as she messes with me and meddles in my business, she knows when I’m serious. She’s the only person in my life I’ve ever been able to count on, and she’s proving it again now.


  I stop her at the road. It’s been less than twenty minutes since I texted, but most of the night is far too long for anyone to sleep in a truck bed. I’m fearfully certain that Riley is going to wake up any second, and I’ve spent the time since sending the text trying to decide what to do if she does. So far, the best option was to hide. Seriously. That was my best option.


  Bridget is driving in her pajama shorts and a tank top. Her hair looks hurriedly pulled back, and her smudged makeup tells me she just sort of collapsed at some point last night rather than doing things properly. I’d laugh at her if I was in the mood, but I’m definitely not.


  I think she’s going to make fun of me, chastise me, or invoke some painfully misguided species of I told you so, seeing as Riley and I ended up together in the most uncomfortable way possible. Instead, she opens her mouth, and I hear a whispered, “I’m sorry.”


  “You’re not sorry,” I say.


  She shrugs. It’s nice that she paid the lip service. But she’s not sorry. This is the worst turnout of Bridget’s interference in my social life, but it’s definitely not the first time she’s done it. Somehow, she decided that I liked Riley. And somehow, she decided that Riley would be good for me. She’s an idiot, seeing as Bridget’s meddling might have cost me both promotion and current job, but she won’t see those consequences until they occur.


  I look back at Riley’s still form, certain that it’s only a matter of time until she does.


  “What do you need?”


  “You aren’t supposed to talk.”


  She shrugs again. I imagine this means it’s been feeling better and that she’s deciding to ignore doctor’s orders, but this isn’t a discussion I want.


  “Pull up beside the truck, near the front. We’ll need to jump it.”


  She pulls up. I stay where I am, by the road.


  As the new vehicle approaches the truck, Riley stirs.


  I consider running again.


  But when I finally get ahold of myself and walk forward, I see Riley composing herself, huddling as if cold. And she won’t meet my eye.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  Riley


  



  



  I’M SUCH AN IDIOT.


  I’M a dumb, impulsive, ridiculous little girl.


  I knew better than this, but here I am.


  I’m sitting on the edge of the tailgate, looking east, seeing the sky turn slightly more orange, slowly losing its red. We’re still a while from sunrise, and I hope Brandon and Bridget finish what they’re doing long before then. Right now, it’s dark enough that Bridget couldn’t see my eyes when she passed, and we were both able to act like we each hadn’t noticed the other. Bridget pretended I was hanging out back here like cargo. I pretended too. Nothing happened. Just two people out for a ride, with one in the pickup, when something went wrong and they ended up stuck for hours and hours of nothing at all.


  The truck’s hood is up. There’s a white-yellow glow around its edges from where I’m sitting, and in the dark it’s bright enough to be stark. I can see the ground around them, but not their faces. Brandon had some sort of hanging light. He had to ask me to move so he could grab it from a toolbox. His voice was flat and courteous. I moved away, practically apologizing. We’re stupidly civil. Nothing makes people polite like having sex that shouldn’t have been had.


  I don’t know what came over me. One moment, I was angry, and the next I was ripping his shirt open. We were arguing then he was kissing my neck. I had plenty of chances to stop it. Everything before my panties came off. Everything before he was inside me.


  Even as ashamed and stupid and guilty as I feel, my mind keeps going there. My mind keeps seeing the way he looked. My body keeps reliving the sensations. I don’t have a long sexual history, but last night — if it counts as last night this early in the morning — would have stood out even in a whore’s resume. I didn’t think lust like that existed outside of movies. I felt helpless. I should have stopped it, of course. But I couldn’t.


  And Brandon? He just fucked the boss’s daughter. He should have stopped it, too.


  The dirty words circle my head like a halo.


  He fucked the boss’s daughter.


  He fucked me.


  It should be more tender than that, but it wasn’t. And my traitorous mind wants to keep repeating the images, the words, the shameful lack of restraint. This was a terrible idea, and both of us knew better. If anyone finds out, Brandon’s career will be over, and I’ll never take over my father’s company. Dad won’t fire me like he will Brandon, of course, but I’ll be a permanent intern. A receptionist or clerk at best. He’ll never take me seriously. He’ll never look at me and see as more than a teenager, even once I hit thirty. He’ll even pretend to understand. He’ll say I’m a grown woman and allowed to be with whomever I choose. But that won’t change the fact that I fucked his protégé.


  I want it to be something different. I want to say we made love. But I can’t. I can barely even say we had sex. No. That was animal. Primal. The kind of thing that a sensible up-and-coming, college-educated, responsible executive should have been able to resist because not to was the pinnacle of poor judgment. A key example of letting base instincts overcome reason. Dangerous impulsiveness. Which was fine, except that it wasn’t the kind of thing anyone wanted near the controls of a corporation.


  And still I can’t stop thinking of Brandon’s hands on me. I can’t stop thinking of his lips. I can’t stop thinking of the rhythm of our passion. I can’t stop thinking of how strong he’d felt. That sense of delirious helplessness, as if I couldn’t have fled if I’d wanted.


  Brandon climbs into the cabin.


  The engine starts.


  I hop down to see what’s next, but by the time I make it to where they were working, my eyes averted, the truck is pulling away with Brandon at the wheel.


  I find myself facing Bridget. Her car is behind her, still running.


  “Come on,” she whispers, her voice husky, barely audible beneath the sound of an idling engine and Brandon’s departure, “I’ll take you home.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  Brandon


  



  



  AS MORNING DAWNS AND I speed back toward Inferno Falls, the passing nothingness and quiet, dark road lull me into a distant kind of highway hypnosis. My mind wants to wander. I can barely feel my hands and feet, which are doing the automatic job of piloting me as faithfully as those self-driving cars everyone talks about.


  I’ve reset the clock to keep my eye on the time.


  I see the road. But even more I see Riley.


  That wasn’t supposed to happen. Nobody can know it did, and when I can bring myself to talk to her again, I need to make sure she doesn’t tell anyone. Not her friends, and of course not her father. Then I need to make sure she understands how our relationship, such as it is, needs to proceed going forward.


  Meaning: We have no relationship. We don’t even really know each other. We interact as little as possible at work, assuming she doesn’t get me fired over this. Which she may. She didn’t look happy back there, and that made me feel guilty, like maybe I should do something to assuage it. There were two of us in that truck bed last night, and two of us came away not wanting to talk to the other. Even making sure she understood just how much I didn’t want to talk would have been better than what I did, which was to turn my head.


  But from here on out, I’ll be unable to even hear my company’s name without thinking of the person behind the moniker. I’ll be unable to imagine her face. Because if I do, it’s a slippery slope to seeing the curve of her neck and shoulders, the swell of her breasts. I know things about Riley James that few people do. I know she has two small beauty marks below her bikini line. I know how she sounds, inches from my ear, when she comes.


  I don’t want to think about it, but with the dark street ahead, my mind won’t leave it alone.


  After a few minutes, my preoccupation thickens with something like panic. As much as I’d like to pretend I can avoid Riley, I can’t. I don’t have to work closely with her, but I’ll definitely have to see her. And right now, it’s hard to imagine seeing her without remembering the beautiful lines of her body. It’s hard to imagine I’ll be able to look at her wide, white smile without recalling the way she used those same teeth to leave bites on my neck.


  My hand trails upward, feeling the indentations.


  I want more.


  God help me, I want more.


  There’s so much we didn’t do. It was too fast to savor. I eventually yanked her dress up enough to see her breasts, for visual stimulation, but it all happened so fast. I didn’t get to undress her and appreciate every detail. She was never on top, and as I drive, I can’t stop picturing how that would look and how much I want to see it, to feel her taking control … then losing it.


  I grip the wheel harder. The sensation anchors me, and the feeling like panic comes storming back.


  I’ve had sex with plenty of women. When things get bad, I have a predictable pattern: drink hard then make the rounds. I’ve never had trouble scoring; hooking up has always been as simple as leaving my apartment. But not once, afterward, have I felt this sense of unmitigated pull. Once I’m done, I’m done. But with Riley, it’s as if we never hooked up at all. I’m still in the yearning phase, before we’ve popped the cork, while all my focus is still on trying to get her naked. It’s impossible to believe we’ve already had sex, that it’s already over.


  It seems so unfair. If I’ve ruined everything for her, I should at least feel satisfied. But I don’t. As far as satisfaction goes, we might as well be courting like an Amish couple.


  She’s like chocolate. Having some apparently doesn’t scratch the itch. Having some apparently makes me want more.


  What if it stays like this? What if I feel like this every time I see her from now on?


  But that’s ridiculous. I only feel this way because it was so intense and is still so recent. This doesn’t even count as a new day. There’s no new day until I get a decent night’s sleep. No wonder I’m still preoccupied.


  It’ll pass.


  It always passes.


  I’ve been with other women whom I’ve thought about afterward. For sure. Riley will be like them. Tomorrow, I won’t care. And if I’m still thinking about her then — if the hunger still remains unquenched — then I can go out and find someone to preoccupy me.


  Anyone but Mason’s daughter. Anyone who, for a normal person, there’d be the chance of a future with. That’s never been the way I’ve approached these things, no matter what Bridget thinks I should do, but it’s the right framework.


  I can never be with Riley again. The best thing to do is forget. For me, and for her.


  I reach this decision and feel better.


  Then I blink up and realize that my scheming hands and feet have failed me, and I’ve driven in the wrong direction.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  Brandon


  



  



  SHIT.


  I’VE NEVER BEEN GOOD at managing time. It feels so malleable. On the rare occasion that I’m running early for something, I never just go and allow myself to be early. Instead, I find something else to do with the extra imagined minutes then end up rushing.


  When I woke up, it wasn’t yet 5 a.m. That seemed so far from 7 a.m., it was a joke.


  But then I had to text Bridget.


  I had to drive home, to shower and change, and given that I needed to cross Old Town to get there, it wasn’t as close as I’d figured.


  Then I drove the wrong direction and ended up way the hell over past Hudson. It wasn’t a long detour to get my ass back on track and headed toward the edge of Tiny Amsterdam, but it cost me a good ten minutes.


  It all seemed fine. I even checked my dashboard clock a few times, knowing I was okay. But then my terrible sense of time intervened, and it’s like I became incapable of making simple calculations.


  By the time I pull into the Regency lot, it’s 6:21. What’s more, I’m pretty sure that clock is a few minutes slow, though I’m afraid to check my phone to be sure.


  And still I just stare at the display so I can waste another thirty seconds.


  Cherry Hill, where Life of Riley is located, is a good half hour away. That’s if I don’t get caught in traffic. And technically, it’s Cherry Hill and Old Town that are thirty minutes apart, and I’m past Old Town. But one crisis at a time.


  And it’s not like I can turn around now, without going in, and haul ass to Cherry Hill. I’d make it in time, sure. But I’d also arrive in last night’s clothes, which are rumpled and a little greasy from the crap in the back of my truck. I’d also arrive with Riley’s lipstick on my collar. And, if Mason is observant, with her light perfume all over me.


  Not the impression I want to give. It’s unprofessional, what with that whole screwed-the-boss’s-daughter vibe.


  My paralysis breaks. I don’t know how I’ll manage to turn around in under five minutes, but there’s a chance, and I can make up some time on the road if I drive fast. I just know that sitting where I am won’t help.


  I leave the truck running just in case the battery decides to die. In this neighborhood, I’d give it a 50/50 chance of being stolen that way, so I make sure to lock the doors and hang onto the key. Then I haul ass upstairs, taking the steps two at a time, knowing that sprinting instead of waiting calmly for the elevator isn’t going to do things for my post-shower perspiration.


  Once inside the apartment, I make an executive decision: Coffee will be required. I can’t imagine I look remotely rested, and when I’m overly tired, I get raccoon eyes. Definitely not pro. I pop a cup in the Keurig, which of course no longer has water in the reservoir. I handle that while turning on the shower, shaving a few seconds by filling the reservoir right from the showerhead. Then it’s back to the kitchen, and the shower, clothes flying off like prom night.


  I take the world’s shortest shower, keeping the water cold in an attempt to forestall more sweating from all this rushing. Having a beard helps a lot with shaving, but I still get serious shadow around the edges and on my neck. I don’t usually bother to shave when I go to a job site, but today is the office. For a very important meeting that I now have …


  I look at my phone, which I’ve left on the sink.


  … Twenty-eight minutes to get to. I lather up, keeping it light and fast, and manage to nick my neck really good with the blade. There’s no time to treat it, but I’ll be wearing a white shirt and … and FUCK, I already returned Shaun’s suit coat, so I hope a shirt and tie is enough. To make sure no blood gets on the shirt, I wrap a long line of toilet paper all the way around my neck several times like a scarf. Better safe than sorry.


  Hair gelled and combed.


  Deodorant on.


  Pants, shirt, tie.


  I fuck up the tie knot twice before deciding to take it with me and tie it later, at a stop light or something. I can’t really do it with my Charmin neck wrap right now, anyway. Blood has bloomed on the toilet paper like a fashion accent, and I remind myself that when I remove the thing, I’ll need to make sure there’s not a big splotch on my skin.


  Socks. Shoes. Briefcase of Life of Riley stuff, mainly to look the part.


  I manage to remember both coffee and my keys, then descend the stairs as quickly as I came up. Already I can feel a sheen of sweat sticking the shirt to my back, but there’s nothing I can do about that now.


  I get to the truck then realize I took the door key off my chain. I’ve got my apartment keys, but I can’t get into my running truck.


  There are three good seconds wherein I seriously consider breaking the window with a brick instead of going back up; that’s how rushed I feel. What stops me isn’t thoughts of broken glass or expense. It’s the fact that without a closed window, I know the wind will whip my wet hair into some sort of a pompadour.


  Back up to the apartment. Grab the keys. Back down the stairs, practically sliding down the railings on stiff arms.


  I hop into the truck and peel away. Behind me, something hits the pavement and I realize it’s my coffee, which I’d left on the roof before running up. So much for looking like less than a daughter-fucking zombie.


  I spend the first traffic light trying to calm myself. Whenever I arrive, I’m not going to impress anyone if I smell like adrenaline and sweat.


  I spend the second traffic light removing my toilet paper scarf. I buy the cheapest toilet paper known to man, like pre-Iron-Curtain-Russia, stand-in-line-for-eight-hours-to-get-it cheap. So it doesn’t come off clean. There are five thousand tiny white puffs that ended up plastered to my neck, because it had been wet, and I’ve been sweating since.


  I spend the third red light swatting off the TP dust then mopping dried blood from my neck in the visor mirror.


  I spend the fourth light tying my tie, somehow getting it right for once.


  I spend the fifth light angry that there is a fifth light. It’s six-fucking-forty-five in the morning, and this isn’t an early-rising town other than the bakery and kids delivering papers. I have no idea why someone should have to stop this often, for this long.


  By the time I clear Old Town and hit the sticks, my phone says I have twelve minutes to make a thirty-minute trip. I’ve never been great at math, but I’m sure that won’t add up. I figure I can put the hammer down, drive a bit over twice as fast as normal (So, maybe 150 miles per hour? Seems reasonable) and make it in time, or I can accept that I’m going to be late and look like an asshole.


  I settle in at eighty, which is about as fast as my rat-trap truck can reasonably go without falling apart.


  The minutes pass, maddeningly slow. I try to make peace with the fact that I’m going to be late. That Mason will likely be angry. That I won’t look executive or professional or responsible. It’s a unique breed of torture. I can’t just give up, but even the best-case scenario has me arriving fifteen minutes late, once I park and get up to the office. But I still have all that time to wait, knowing that what I’m waiting for is likely to be unpleasant.


  Goddammit. Damn me, and yes … damn Riley. I knew better. She knew better, too. I knew better all night long and kept reminding myself about it. But I kept making excuses. We were just hanging out. I liked her company. She was a fun, cool chick. I did notice early on that I got hard just looking at her, but I thought — silly me — that I was master of my own dick. I’ve been around plenty of hot women before without having sex. I even hear it’s kind of the default, that most people who sit near each other at a restaurant don’t end up interlocking parts in a truck bed while stalled at a corn stand. But not me. Nope. Somehow, my dumb ass did it anyway, despite knowing I shouldn’t. Despite knowing it’d be the end of me.


  And now look what happened. Even if Mason doesn’t somehow find out, hooking up with his daughter has managed to screw everything I’ve ever wanted.


  It’s not fair. I’m a smart, responsible, hard-working man. I’ve always done the right things. I’ve always come out on top, despite how hard life seems to have tried to knock me down. I came from nothing then lapped my bosses with their college degrees. I deserve this. I just made one mistake. It could happen to anyone.


  But I don’t know why this happened. I don’t know why I couldn’t stay away from Riley. Yes, she’s cute. Yes, I’m definitely attracted to her. And yes, I knew for sure that she wasn’t worth trading everything for — not more than any other cute girl I’ve met in a bar somewhere, anyway.


  It bothers me that I feel less sure of that right now. It’s the most absurd thought in the world, but there’s this small voice inside me that says if I get fired, it’s not all bad. Because then the taboo will be gone, and maybe I could have Riley again, if she wants me as much as I seem intent on wanting her.


  I try to relax. Maybe this will be fine.


  It’s just fifteen minutes. I can keep myself to fifteen minutes late. I’ll look like an asshole, and I’ll have to work my way back into Mason’s good graces. But I’m magnifying it in my head because I know why I’m late, whereas that’s not public knowledge. The way I left things with Riley wasn’t exactly friendly, so it’s possible she’ll fink on me, but she’d be finking on herself, too.


  Chances are, I’ll go in, and everyone will see an irresponsible young man who missed his alarm.


  The idea that they’ll look at me and see me plowing the girl whose name is on the company stationery? That’s my imagination.


  I nudge the truck to go faster. I will my heartbeat to pound slower.


  Twelve minutes. With a bit more speed, I can show up twelve minutes late instead of fifteen. Enough to round down, and call it ten.


  I can fix this. It’ll be fine.


  But of course I hit construction.


  Of course, I end up twenty-five minutes late instead of twelve or fifteen.


  And when I show up, panting, sweating a little, Margo tells me they got tired of waiting.


  I had no idea we were only meeting at the office, then heading off site for our discussions and negotiations.


  They’re gone. I tell Margo, with nothing else to say, that I’m sorry.


  And she says, “I’m sorry, too.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


  Riley


  



  



  I CAN TELL BY MY father’s footsteps, when he comes through the door, that he’s angry. Usually, he has a purposeful tread. Mason James doesn’t just slap his feet anywhere. In business, he’s always done well because he moves slowly, taking his time to see what other people don’t. The same is true in his walk. It’s all slow paces interspersed with pauses. But this is nothing like that.


  By the time Bridget brought me home, he was already gone. That’s another Mason James thing: He works every day and goes in early, even on weekends. I think that’s the reason he sets these meetings when he does, at 7 a.m. on a Saturday. It’s a test. He wants the meeting, of course. But it’s more about seeing how dedicated the people in it are to making the deal.


  There’s only one reason I’d hear what I’m hearing: the meeting wasn’t good.


  I’m suddenly certain he knows about me and Brandon. Maybe Brandon told him, in the spirit of confession, figuring he’d be caught in time and choosing to broker with honesty. And that pacing I’m hearing — it’s not just anger at Brandon; it’s anger at me, too. I’m twenty-two, but feel fifteen. Dad will never stop being my father, and I’ll never stop worrying that some day, I’ll disappoint him enough that he’ll stop loving me.


  But when he stalks into the living room and I peek up from my book, he’s not glaring at me. He’s not going to demand my side of the story. He’s stomping toward the kitchen, angry about something that has nothing to do with me.


  Or at least, something he thinks has nothing to do with me.


  I want to hide, somehow still sure he must know. I force myself to speak first.


  “Morning, Daddy.”


  “Hey, Kid.”


  He’s stopped at the end table where he was looking through some paperwork yesterday morning. He’s flipping through it now, but I know nervous energy when I see it. He doesn’t care about whatever’s in those documents; he’s trying to give his hands and eyes something to do until this wave passes.


  Another question I don’t want to ask, but feel a need to rip off the Band-Aid: “How was your meeting?”


  “Terrible.”


  I sit up and set my book aside. “What happened?”


  “Brandon happened.”


  A shiver runs through me. I’m glad he’s still looking at the papers because my face is surely betraying my emotions.


  “What about him?”


  Dad looks up. He meets my eyes, and for a few seconds I see the titan that the rest of this town sees inside him. To me, he’s quiet and thoughtful, kind and deadly honest. He’s some of those things to the public, but he’s also a man you’d never cross, because something sleeps beneath the surface.


  “Did you two finish dinner last night?” 


  I hope he’s asking because he wants to know his hospitality wasn’t for naught, not because he knows more than he should. I smile and say, “Yes. It was great. Why? What’s going on with Brandon?”


  “He missed our meeting.”


  But that can’t be true. Bridget tried to make excuses for him on our drive. I could tell it hurt her to talk, so I didn’t let her say much. But I know enough. I know how much he needs this job. I know that he didn’t forget about the meeting, and that he told Bridget he had to haul out fast in order to make it home to clean up beforehand.


  I’m still angry that he loved me and left me. But after talking to Bridget, it became so much harder to hate him.


  “Did he show up late or something?”


  “He didn’t show up at all. We waited for a half hour, but I couldn’t keep them waiting. Not after that bullshit last night.”


  “What bull … What from last night?”


  “Oh, you don’t know that gem.” Then he sort of squints. “When did you get in last night?”


  I’m not good at lying to my father. But two and two are too easy to add without some fudging, so I hope he was asleep early and won’t challenge me. He’s early to bed and early to rise, plus I have a separate entrance that he shouldn’t hear open and close. It’s a safe bet that I’m fine, and the one who gets to be annoyed if he’s still waiting up for me now that I’m in my twenties.


  “Like midnight?” 


  He watches me for a second then sighs. “Well, it turns out the message that sent me to the Hunt Club? That was a prank. A very specific prank. The idea that someone who knew about the deal would call Margo and joke like that — or would even think to — is really strange. We talked about it a bit today. I hate to think one of my competitors is that underhanded and petty, not to mention stupid. But who else would it be?”


  I have an idea who it might have been, like maybe somebody who overheard certain things at dinner while barely saying a word. Things are starting to come together, and I’m not sure if I’m delighted or annoyed by what I see.


  “I had to work hard to smooth things over. He was going on and on about a breach of confidentiality. So I bought him a lot of expensive scotch, and we smoked cigars. And do you know how I won the evening? How I turned that negative into a positive?”


  “How?”


  “I told him all about ‘my new vice president.’ And what a ‘prodigy’ he is.”


  The air quotes in Dad’s voice are so loud they’re almost visible. I find myself thinking back to what Bridget said. I know more of their history now, and more than Brandon would ever want me to know about how desperately he needs this job. But it’s not just need. It’s also ambition. I had no idea who he truly was. What he’s been through. How hard he’s clawed. And what a tragedy it’d be if it all fell apart because of me. Because of what we did.


  “I talked that son of a bitch up like you wouldn’t believe, Ri. And how does he thank me? He doesn’t even bother to show up!” He finally sits, taps his fingers on the end table, and asks, “What happened last night, Princess?”


  I swallow. “What do you mean?”


  “After you were done with dinner. Did you stay with him afterward?”


  I lock eyes with my father. Did he just ask what I think he did? Or does he mean it sideways, in a less than literal way, or one that’s dead literal and innocent?


  “Did you go anywhere else?”


  “We stayed for coffee.”


  “Because if you got back at midnight … ” He looks like he’s calculating.


  “Don’t, Dad,” I say.


  “Don’t what?”


  “Don’t check up on me.”


  “I’m not checking up on you.”


  “Yes, you are. You’re figuring out when dinner probably ended, how long a ride here would take, and trying to fill in the gaps. But it’s my business what I do, and with whom.”


  His eyes narrow. “So you did stay with him.”


  “No.”


  “Did he go to a bar afterward?”


  “How should I know?”


  “I’ve heard some things. You know how people are in this town. I didn’t think Brandon is a drunk, but now I’m starting to wonder.”


  “It was just one meeting.”


  “He’d finally shown up by the time I got back. After the way I’d built him up to the investors, I wasn’t happy to see him.”


  “He was just waiting at the office?”


  “Yes. And he seemed … off somehow. Like he’d had a long night. Maybe drinking.”


  “Dad!”


  “I’ve been warned. More than one person has told me Brandon seems like a straight and narrow guy, but he’s got a history. Goes on benders. Gets into fights.”


  “That’s not true!”


  Dad looks at me, and I wonder why I’m defending him. I try to remind myself how mad I was. I try to dismiss all that Bridget told me. I try to remember that no matter what she said, Brandon still took, then left, me. There’s no excuse for that. I’m not meat. I’m a person. And I’d never be with someone who’d do something like that, whether I think he deserves my father’s wrath or not.


  I can only imagine what must have happened when they met after the meeting. My father is fearsome when truly angry, and his office is soundproofed to muffle his rage.


  Now, sitting in his chair and tapping his fingers on the end table, he shakes his head slowly. Regretfully.


  “I can’t have someone untrustworthy in my company. Not in such an important position.” He sighs. “I thought this was going to work out.”


  “It was just one meeting, Daddy.”


  “It’s not the meeting. It’s why he missed it.”


  Again, I try to steady my gaze. He’s looking right at me, and I wonder what he knows.


  “What do you mean?”


  “You know Room With a Cue?”


  I nod. We passed it last night. “The pool hall.”


  “There was a big fight there last night. I’m sure you read about it in the paper.”


  He glances at the newspaper, which he brought in from the stoop himself and is still in its plastic bag. I don’t read the paper and never have, but Dad does it so religiously that he assumes everyone knows everything, including me.


  “I called Chief Wood this morning,” he says, apparently deciding the point of my reading is moot. “They’re still sorting it out, but the problem was a guy with a beard.”


  “And you think it was Brandon?”


  “He had a few drinks while we were at dinner. He doesn’t live far from there. He looked tired as hell, Princess. And he had a big welt on his neck.”


  A welt, I think. Or maybe a bite.


  “It wasn’t him.”


  “Honey … ”


  “It wasn’t him, Dad.”


  “How could you know?”


  “I was with him.”


  “It happened at 2 a.m., after you were gone.”


  I’m considering my reply when he shakes his head. “It doesn’t matter. You know how I am with these weekend meetings. I’d never expect my people to be as devoted as I am, but I do expect them to be devoted when it matters. And this, today, mattered. I even reminded him last night. I don’t normally do that, Ri. If someone is going to be my VP, he should be responsible enough to know on his own.”


  I watch my father. His 7 a.m. weekend meetings are his gauntlets. Fail one, and you fail across the board — especially if you’re a drunk who gets into bar fights.


  I could tell my father the truth.


  But something tells me that being the kind of guy who sleeps with the boss’s daughter isn’t much better.


  “Forget it,” he says, trying on an ill-fitting smile. “I’ll deal with it Monday. How was your morning?”


  “Are you going to fire him?” I ask, ignoring the question.


  “I don’t know.”


  “Are you still considering him for the vice presidency?” In my head, I hear two conflicting voices. The first is Bridget, telling me all I now know. The second is my dignity, insisting that if Brandon is kicked to the curb, it’s what he deserves.


  I thought I liked him. He seemed smart and funny. I was drawn to him like ocean to shore. But looking back, I can’t decide if it was all a lie — if that’s his standard playbook for charming his way into women’s panties. Because although Bridget only meant to speak well of her brother, she did confirm much of what Dad said just now: he has a rough past, he’s prone to benders, and he’s been known to get into fights.


  “I don’t know,” Dad says. “But I doubt it.”


  “You were so sure he was your guy.”


  “Not if he’s like this. Not if I can’t trust him.”


  And there’s no way to rebut that. Not any way that works, and doesn’t anger him further.


  He sighs yet again, this time leaning back in the chair. “He did have some nice things to say about you, though.”


  I was looking down at my PJ pants. My head flicks up.


  “What about me?”


  “He said you two talked about the business after I left. Said you knew more about our operations than he’d ever even heard of.” Dad’s head turns to look at me, and for the first time in my life it’s not my father staring back. He’s looking at me as if I were a peer. “He told me you knew the rough acreage of all of our properties and about the solution Brent came up with to solve the drainage issue at Rycroft Estates. How did you know about that?”


  I shrug. He knows how I know because I’ve told him the answer in various forms many, many times. I know because I study. I know because I want this to be my company some day, and in order for that to happen, I can’t see it as rows of pretty houses. I know because I’m interested, because I’m smart, and because I spent the last four years, as I earned my degree, thinking of how any acquired knowledge might apply to Life of Riley.


  I know, but Dad has never believed it.


  But now, it almost looks as if he’s willing to.


  “I pay attention, Dad.”


  “He said he’s never met someone who understands long-game strategy so well. He even said that if missing the meeting cost him the promotion … ” He pauses, as if unsure whether to proceed, and I can tell that he’s meant to say this since he came in — once his anger passed, if he could find the guts. “ … that I should give you the vice presidency.”


  I don’t know how to respond. Dad watches me, then the serious moment passes, and he smiles a proud father’s smile.


  “I’d settle for a seat at your next finance meeting,” I say, turning to the request he’s always, always denied.


  “Okay,” he says. “Deal.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


  Brandon


  



  



  BECAUSE I HAVE NO BETTER idea of what to do, I show up for work on Monday. There’s no word from Mason one way or the other, but in my imagination I picture a river of ice running through the airspace between his phone and mine.


  We left on an indecisive point. I barely remember the conversation. I was just trying to run my mouth in any direction I could imagine, but the encounter felt like a cross between being drunk and being punched. Mason’s marvelous at yelling, especially at those who disappoint him. I’d heard it, and I’d imagined it. I just never figured I’d be one of those people.


  Once it was over, I stumbled back to my truck and drove home, growing increasingly annoyed.


  I was so weak, there in his office.


  In a negotiation, you’re not supposed to make your needs obvious. I hadn’t realized it was a negotiation, after I’d waited for his return, but it was. I was negotiating to keep my job; he was arguing that I should be fired.


  And so I basically got down on my knees to lick his shoes.


  I talked about how much I respect this company. I even talked about Riley, though maybe that might have been my self-sabotage streak (the same one that makes me drink hard when things get particularly bad) at work. I barely remember what I said. I only remember the tone, and the taste in my mouth that slowly dawned as I drove home, still exhausted, now coming down from adrenaline and shame.


  Why should I have to work so hard to keep my job? I had to keep reminding myself: Mason didn’t know what happened between me and Riley, as much as I think I talked about her in that meeting for some reason. So he wouldn’t fire me, would he? I only blew my promotion.


  But thinking that mitigating thought just worked me up even more.


  I gripped the steering wheel.


  I gritted my teeth beneath my lips.


  I drove faster than I should have.


  How dare he berate me. How dare he make me feel like a slacker, like the other asshole slackers we’ve all heard rumors of the great Mason James taking to school? When we heard about those reprimands, they always made sense. Some guy who never showed up for work. Someone who stole. Someone who harassed coworkers or yelled racist epithets from job sites. Someone with sticky fingers, skimming off the top and thinking the company wouldn’t notice.


  And now I’m in with them?


  It doesn’t matter that I may have kept my job. I deserve my job. And the promotion.


  I’ve always come to work on time. This was literally the only time I’ve ever been late, and it was just a little late, on a weekend. And it wasn’t my fault. I tried to tell that to Mason — about the truck’s failure, hoping Riley didn’t share something similar, with a nonsexual twist, when she got home — but he wasn’t willing to hear a word. I don’t remember everything he said because I was too busy staring at my navel and playing shamefaced, but there was something about how a real man doesn’t make excuses. About how a real man always has contingencies for the things that are important.


  But interestingly, I don’t even think he was rebutting my truck defense. It sounded like he didn’t believe me. Like the moment I started to explain, he was waving his hand to waft my bullshit away from his sensitive nose.


  Insulting.


  Condescending.


  By the time I got home, I’d almost decided to quit.


  Fuck Mason James. Fuck his company. Let’s see what happens if I quit. Not only will the Stonegate project fall apart; he’ll see how much crap I was holding together. Stuff I wasn’t even responsible for. Stuff I handled because it was wrong and needed to be right, and no one would fix it but me. I should do it just to make him beg. I should stalk off and let everything come crumbling down, then see if his opinion of me changes.


  Let’s see what kind of deal he gets on the land he’s considering without my insights. Sure, the survey and zoning specialists nailed their assessments, but there’s one thing I meant to bring up in that meeting as a gotcha that I’m sure nobody’s mentioned: The city is planning to repaint the water tower visible at the east end of the land’s view. Everyone with a north-facing window, looking into the beautiful valley, is about to get an eyeful of garish yellow blight once the paint job is finished. It’s not front and center, but people who pay what Mason wants them to don’t want something like that even in the peripheral vision of their luxury home.


  I figure it’ll cost him $10,000 per unit in resale value, on ambiance alone.


  Given the planned three hundred or so units, that’s $3 million. If they’re capitalizing the land at 10 percent, which they may or may not be, that’s at least $300K, maybe a half million less that Mason should be paying. And knowing Mason, he’ll get it to at least a million. Everyone knows Life of Riley is staking out the land on the hill near the creek, and if they mysteriously pass, every other developer will think twice.


  The financiers won’t hurt as much as the seller, but it’s not exactly a lending boom right now. The banks act like they have all the power, that they’re not willing to lend their precious money and that therefore everyone should beg. But the truth is that banks have to lend or they die, and that it’s them in desperate need — for someone like Mason James, who’s a safe credit risk and willing to assume massive loans.


  Let’s see how this deal goes without me.


  Let’s see how the Stonegate project would do without me.


  Let’s see how any of what I touch at Life of Riley will fare if I walk out, calling Mason’s high-goddamn-handed bluff.


  By the time I got home, I was about ready to hit the bar despite the hour. I had women I could call, too, and I almost did. I don’t need any James. None of them. They want to pile atop me, make me feel like crap? They want to tell me I’m useless and unwanted? I’m used to it. I’ve grown immune.


  But then Bridget texted me. And after I deflected some questions and apologies about the whole stupid, botched incident, I managed to ask about her business, and if she thought she was on track to start again after her vocal cords recovered.


  I managed to ask what I really wanted to know without seeming too obvious, I think.


  But of course, it looks like Bridget’s check will be delayed again, and she won’t be paid for another week or two beyond what she’d last heard. Because that’s just my luck. And I’m bone fucking dry.


  So much for the repayment I’m sure Bridget would insist on making right away.


  So much, accordingly, for my sense of pride.


  I didn’t go to the bar.


  I didn’t call any of the women I know would love to make me feel better, and I’m not sure why. It’s not like I’d have to pay them. It’s not even like I’d need to buy them dinner. That’s free sex, and it’d let me get lost for a while in the press of warm flesh.


  But I must be seriously bummed out because I called no one.


  I didn’t call Mason to tell him to fuck off. Or leave a message for him to fuck off when he got back to the office, at his convenience.


  I watched TV. For now, TV is free.


  On every station, it seemed, there was a woman to remind me of Riley. Even on the skin channels. Especially on the skin channels. Someone has her legs. Someone has her tits. Someone has blonde hair. Someone looks nothing like her, but she’s on a beach, and I’m sure for some reason that Riley loves the feel of warm sand on her skin.


  And now here I am at work. On time, like a chump. Wearing one of my nice shirts, again because I’m a chump. I feel for the entire morning like I’m walking around bent over, so willing to do whatever the company needs of me, no matter how degrading.


  I’m in charge here, so I guess it says nothing, the way nobody has told me to leave. But there’s been no call from Margo or anyone else at the office asking for one of my foremen and wondering why I’m here instead of the unemployment line.


  I do my job and slowly decide that the minute I can afford it, I’ll march back into Mason’s office and demand the vice presidency. It’s that, or I quit. And I’ll mean it. Because the longer I sit here, picking up the slack nobody else ever picks up, doing my job better than anyone else does theirs, going above and beyond without recognition, the angrier I get.


  Mason treated me like a criminal. He didn’t give me the benefit of the doubt. He did exactly the opposite. For some reason, I was guilty until proven innocent. He wouldn’t listen, as if he’d already decided I wasn’t just late because of something reasonable, but was instead because I’d been busy robbing a liquor store.


  Or having angry sex with his daughter.


  But he doesn’t know that unless Riley told him. So as soon as Bridget’s check comes in and I get my money back, I’ll turn the tables. I’m going to demand a promotion, or I walk. I’ll make a list of everything I do, everything that would be dead if I hadn’t intervened. And I’ll shove it down his throat.


  I’m out of here. I had a naive love of this company, but I’m over it now. The company doesn’t love me back, or it would believe in me.


  “Hey, boss,” Shaun’s voice says from behind me, in the small trailer that functions as our on-site office. “Someone to see you.”


  I see Shaun standing beside a tall black man when I turn, wearing clothes that are nicer than mine. He’s vice president of finance at Life of Riley, and I’m pretty sure his name is Marcus. I’ve met him before, but it was in the hurly-burly of the office tour a thousand years ago, back when I’d thought I might get a vice presidency myself.


  I swallow my anger. Marcus is just a guy like me, doing a job. And today, he’s probably here to ask for mine.


  We shake hands, and I fake a smile.


  “We just stopped by to get your projections, as we talked about last week.”


  “Projections?”


  “You said you were on schedule and under budget.”


  I understand his words, but they don’t make sense. When I talked to Marcus, he’d been gathering information from Mason’s candidates for vice president of Land Acquisition. It was kind of like a live resume, or a reality show contest. Whoever looked best, with the best credentials, won. But Marcus must not have missed the memo: I’m now persona non grata in Mason James’s eyes … or at least persona not worth trusting with real responsibility, like that of a company VP.


  “Sure,” I say, handing him a folder. I copied the documents in more certain times — happier times, when I’d still thought I was a candidate. They’ve been sitting atop my desk for days, neatly collated and ready for delivery.


  “I’ll run these back after lunch,” he says.


  But earlier, he said we. And now he’s saying I.


  “Who’s with you?” I ask. Because it’s Mason. I’m sure it’s Mason, because even if they’re still pretending I have a shot at the VP job, Mason would want to check up on me. Because I’m that irresponsible, and need to be watched like a child.


  But he doesn’t need to answer, because now I can see Marcus’s car through the doorway.


  It’s not Mason.


  Standing beside the car, looking like she doesn’t want to be here any more than I want her to be, is Riley James.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER THIRTY


  Riley


  



  



  THE LOOK BRANDON GIVES ME from the office trailer chills me even in the warm air. I’m wearing the most professional outfit Phoebe could find, and it’s suitable for a meeting with any number of stodgy feminist groups. But still I feel like I’m standing here naked, all of my girl parts visible for Brandon to stare at.


  I feel intimidated by his gaze. I feel like I’m being judged. I feel like he’s staring at this strange nakedness I’d swear is real, but he’s not turned on; he’s embarrassed for me instead. He’s looking down on me, like a fool. This isn’t like entering a man’s bedroom naked, it’s like walking into a big room full of people while not wearing clothes.


  I want to cover myself up. I want to turn away.


  Instead, I stay where I am, trying not to look directly at him or away. Every little gesture and movement of my body feels deliberate, and not in a good way. Would a person who didn’t care about being here cross her legs and lean back? Or would she stand ramrod straight, as if on review? Should I go forward to show him that none of this is a big deal, or should I start sniffing around the job site as if searching for loose ends?


  I went to bat for Brandon, and still he’s looking at me like he has no idea. His stare says he hates me. Like he blames me for everything, and not just what happened since the weekend. My family was rich, and his was poor. I had both parents once, and kept a father, whereas he probably knew neither. I’ve never had to do more than say please to get what I wanted, while Brandon always had to slave away for weeks and months and years.


  I’m everything he’s always struggled against.


  And as I stand next to this expensive car in my lady-suit, I find there’s nothing I can do to make myself less hateful. If I’m stoic, I’m sure he’ll feel I’m here to judge him — which, if you read between the lines of what Marcus probably just told him, is exactly what I’m here to do. But if I’m light and casual and friendly, he might think I’m still on the hook. He’ll think I’m recalling what happened between us and wanting more, which I definitely am not.


  Except that sometimes, I kind of am.


  Before the ride home, we were doing remarkably well. We had fun at dinner. Famous levels of fun, too — not just polite, well-mannered banter. The stuff we bonded over was deep-me, not surface-level Riley. And it must have felt deep for Brandon too because after we talked about music, he took me to hear some.


  I tingle at the memory of his touch — the innocent brushes before things became serious.


  I wonder if we could ever move beyond this. If we could erase the last handful of hours spent together and cut things off before I climbed inside his truck. He’d offered to call me a car, and as I watch him now, I’m wondering what would have happened if I’d taken it.


  I’d have gone home, feeling good about this handsome, ambitious man who’d so impressed my father.


  I’d have drawn a bath.


  And if I’m honest, I’m fairly sure I’d have detached the sprayer and done what felt right, recalling our long and sensuous evening.


  The brush of his fingers on mine.


  The way he looked when we listened to Gavin play his haunting song.


  The looks Brandon gave me all night long.


  And if all of that had happened, I’d be here just the same, standing beside this car. But there wouldn’t be this horrible tension. This feeling that Brandon blamed me for something, the feeling that I’d betrayed myself and my intentions to be serious for once rather than the flighty girl my father expects.


  Ironically, if we hadn’t had sex, right now a part of me would be dreaming of it. Only it wouldn’t just be sex. My fairy tale mind would be looking forward to the day we might make love.


  But not here. Not now.


  If you think he’s our man, Riley, my father told me, then you go there today with Marcus, and find out.


  After speaking again with Chief Wood and learning that Brandon wasn’t the man who busted up Room With a Cue — something he wouldn’t have found out if I hadn’t pressed — I think my father feels sheepish by Morgan James standards. He’ll admit when he was wrong to most people, but to me he’s still hedging. The best he can manage is a reluctantly apologetic manner. And a reluctantly conferred position of responsibility.


  It’s interesting that what’s saved Brandon’s skin at this company is the same thing that’s letting me prove myself.


  And right now, it’s like Brandon knows it. As if, looking at me, he’s thinking that I orchestrated this all on purpose. Maybe I seduced him to save him and move up the ladder.


  Brandon and Marcus come forward. Marcus doesn’t seem to know we’re acquainted, so I allow him to introduce us. Brandon follows my lead, and soon we’re shaking hands and saying it’s nice to meet each other.


  I hold Brandon’s hand, and my traitorous mind recalls the way it felt on my bare ass, the chilly night air kissing my skin. I look into his eyes and remember the hungry way they locked on mine. The sense that he meant to devour me. And, paradoxically, I remember the way they looked earlier — the opposite of lust filled. At the Overlook, they’d been soft, sad, deep. He’d seemed older then, and I’d felt much, much younger. But we’d both felt that music.


  We walk around for a while, and it’s like there’s a magnet pulling us together. Marcus keeps ending up ahead while we both trail back, and there are a few times when, weaving around in-progress construction, we actually collide. I wonder if I’m making it happen on purpose. I look over at Brandon and wonder if he is. If I was wrong. If he’s not ashamed of what we did. If maybe he wants more.


  I think of our dinner discussion. Our sprawling talk as we prowled Old Town’s streets. Our soft words spoken in the club, before and after the performance. Even our conversation back when we first walked the new land, and how I brought us to the creek.


  Nobody really understands what it’s like to lose a parent. But even then, my heart wanted to trust him, because he did know. And more.


  I look at his face. I remember all Bridget told me because I’ve been playing it over and over in my head. And every time I tried to hate Brandon for what happened and the way he acted, I can never quite believe it. Because I was there too. And because I like Bridget a lot, and she loves this man with all her heart. He’s her rock, and she’s his. I’ve never had anything like that. I never had a sibling, and my friends always stayed at arm’s length. Mom and I were close. Dad and I — maybe because of what happened with Mom and how that broken bond made me feel — were always more distant. I wouldn’t let him as close to me.


  Looking at Brandon, I remember what Bridget told me about his face in particular. About his beard. About the story behind all that happened.


  And I can’t hate him. I can’t let him hate me. I can’t believe he’d hate me.


  As we’re crossing beside an open foundation, my heel catches, and I totter. I’m far from falling in, but Brandon doesn’t watch me wobble. He doesn’t offer me a hand. Instead, he takes me around the waist as if he’s sure I’m about to plummet to my death. It’s not until afterward when he seems embarrassed, as if he should’ve known better.


  I watch his profile and try to see what Bridget told me was there in her early morning whisper — a story written in flesh.


  He sees me looking and turns, but this time his eyes are softer. We break the gaze a second after it forms, but that was long enough.


  We’re back at the car.


  “I guess we’d better get to the office. I have a 1:30 I’m about to be late for.” Marcus nods toward me. “Did you see all you needed to?”


  Instead of answering, I look at Brandon as if he holds the answer.


  “That’s everything, right, Brandon?” Marcus asks.


  Brandon looks at me. There’s a moment that Marcus probably sees as the passage of seconds, but to me it feels like a thousand years. I can’t read his expression and don’t know if I want to. I don’t know if he’s judging me or desiring me or loathing me. I don’t know if he wants me or hates me. If he blames me. If I’m his enemy after so recently being his friend and lover.


  The gaze lasts another long beat, Brandon’s expression unreadable.


  And then he says to Marcus, “Actually, if Miss James has the time to see the south quarter now, I’d like her to stay.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


  Brandon


  



  



  MARCUS LEAVES, AND I FIND myself facing Riley in the little dooryard ahead of the office trailer. I’m immediately sure I’ve read her wrong.


  This, in itself, bothers me. It’s not hard for me to read women. Ever since high school, I’ve never struck out much. Bridget says it’s because I radiate confidence, which is odd because there’s so much I’m not confident about. But either way, I can tell which girls will be receptive if I say the right thing — and honestly, if they’re already into me, there’s little I can do, practically speaking, to mess things up. The decision is made. I just need to seal the deal.


  But Riley? I can’t read her.


  Or rather, she’s giving me something different to read.


  Other girls give me fantasy, and Riley is giving me literature.


  Other girls give me English language books, and she’s asking me to read in Russian.


  It’s foreign. It’s different. This isn’t a bar, and we’re not trading glances down a long expanse of oak or walnut. Her unspoken question isn’t whether or not I’d like to take her to bed. My unspoken question isn’t whether she’d go if I asked.


  This is something different, and as Marcus raises dust to leave us alone, I can feel the eyes of my crew upon us.


  They’re going to start laughing, I know it.


  I had friends who weren’t good with women. They asked me for tips, and I never knew what to say. You just talk to them. If you’re both into each other, you seal the deal.


  But this, here? This must be how my awkward friends felt.


  I’m sure I’ve done something stupid. I thought she was saying one thing, but now I’m certain she’s saying the other. There are fluttering nerves in my gut, but it’s more than just my job or promotion I’m fearing for. This is more primal. I’m sure all of these people around me — folks who would have me believe are simply nailing boards, placing siding, and running gutters — are actually peering at me every time I look away, gibbering.


  Look at that fool. He thinks the girl wants to talk to him, and he’s about to do something stupid.


  I look to Riley, careful not to look too hard. What happened between us — and by what happened I mean the night as well as the sex that capped it — was a drunken indiscretion. Never mind that we didn’t drink all that much or that the night was plenty long for those drinks to boil away and leave our heads clear. It was like that day at the creek. Riley showed something she shouldn’t have, and I was supposed to know enough to look away without taking advantage.


  I don’t know why she makes me so nervous. I’ve been on a hundred dates, with or without the actual date. I’ve had many female coworkers, many attractive. I’ve even slept with a few.


  But this is different.


  I watch her, trying to find the line. I’ve acted. I’ve put myself out there. I asked her to stay, having (apparently wrongly) assumed she wanted to. Which would be nice if it were true because that would let us put the other night behind us. I need her not to give me up, and I’d bet she doesn’t want her father knowing she gave it to one of his grunts.


  That’s all I want. To talk.


  I think.


  But she just stands there, dressed to the nines, covered with a lot of fabric as if she’s working hard not to be sexy. Her hair is up somehow, but not in a girlish ponytail. She’s not fooling me, but it looks like she’s trying to fool someone.


  This is not a woman who wants me to touch her. I read those signals wrong, too.


  And she’s not a woman who wants to talk about the … well, the thing that I assume we’re both supposed to understand never happened. I was stupid to think she’d want to discuss it. You don’t talk about things like that. You keep on keeping on, averting your eyes.


  Now we’re stuck. Because I insisted she stay.


  I look at Riley for a sign that I’m wrong (about being wrong; I can barely keep things straight), but she won’t return my gaze.


  So I do the only thing that comes to me — show her the south quarter. But first, I have to decide what “south quarter” means because that’s not a term we use, and it’s not something we’ve designated.


  “Hang on. I just need to get some paperwork.” I say it professionally. The way I’d say it to someone I’d never met. Maybe a banker, or an IRS agent.


  I pace up the short flight of temporary metal stairs and begin to rummage pointlessly through the papers on my desk. I gave Marcus everything I’d prepared, so now I’m going to have to grab something random and pretend she doesn’t ask to see it and know I’m bluffing.


  The door closes behind me.


  I turn to see Riley with her back to the door. The blinds are drawn because I’ve only got a window AC, and it gets hot if I keep them open, so after being out in the bright sun, this feels claustrophobic, like a cave.


  “We should talk,” she says.


  “Just let me get these papers.”


  “Not about the south quarter. Not about Stonegate Bridge.”


  I turn back halfway. She’s still at the door. She looks scared, but I feel even more afraid than she looks.


  She’s going to drop the hammer. She’s going to take away the chance of promotion that Marcus so recently dangled, now that he’s out of the picture and she can speak straight. I hauled ass out of that corn shack’s dirt lot without a goodbye, and after I’d recovered from the alarm of trying and failing to make my meeting, I’d thought about that. I treated her like a one-night stand. Because that’s what it was. And I’d convinced myself she understood that: We both scratched our itches, no need for more. But I’d wondered if she felt used, and now I’m looking at proof.


  “What about then?” I say, pretending like a coward.


  “About the other night.”


  “It was a mistake,” I blurt.


  Riley sighs. She sits in the chair that foremen usually sit in. She crosses her legs, probably trying to seem in charge, but I can see her age through her ruse. She’s a girl in woman’s clothing. A kid playing dress-up. Something about the thought breaks my heart because I can almost see her as she once was. I can see below her skin. I know how part of her must feel all the time because as much as she had growing up, she and I share something. A pain that most can’t know.


  “Is that all it was?” 


  I sigh. I don’t know what answer she wants me to give.


  “My father said you stuck up for me.”


  My eyes narrow. That’s absolutely not what I expected her to say.


  “I did?”


  “He said you told him I knew the company better than anyone. That if you didn’t get the vice presidency, he should give it to me.”


  “Take it,” I say.


  “I don’t want it.”


  “It’s your father’s company.”


  “And I don’t want pity. I don’t want to get what’s not coming to me.” She gives me a demure little blink, and I wonder if there’s more to that statement than I’m seeing.


  “Thank you,” she says.


  “For what?”


  “For telling him that. I’m trying to be that person.”


  “Be what person?”


  “The person I need to be.”


  Riley sounds like she’s attended a self-help seminar. I’m not sure where to take this, but I can see she’s not angry. At least not on the surface. Maybe I did read her right. My heart, which continues to thud in my ears and make me dizzy, isn’t positive.


  “Okay,” I tell her. “You’re welcome.”


  A tiny smile. I can tell how much it’s costing her to break through the harsh facade. “How am I doing?”


  “You look very professional.”


  Something in the way I say it seems to bother her. She sits up straighter.


  “What’s that mean?”


  “Nothing. I mean that you look professional.”


  “Is professional good?”


  “Yes. Sure.” I don’t know what to say beyond that. I feel like I’m being tested.


  “What happened,” she says. “That can’t happen again.”


  “Okay.”


  “This company is … ” She sighs. “It’s my legacy, I guess.”


  “Of course.”


  “But my dad doesn’t believe I can run it. Not really. I think he wants to believe me, but to him, I’m still just his little girl.”


  “Sure.”


  “I’m serious, Brandon.”


  “I know you are.” But already my mood is changing. I read her right, all right … but now she’s talking herself into changing her mind. And she’s doing it without my permission. And at my expense. I was right that she didn’t want to deny what happened between us across the board, but wrong in believing she wanted to fully face it. What she wants is to change it. She wants to talk it out so she can convince herself that I’m the bad guy. Or at least the guy. She did nothing to initiate our encounter; that’s what she’s trying to say here. It was all me. Now she’s dressing me down, making sure I understand that I can’t come at her again with a raging erection because she’ll turn it down in a straight faced, disapproving way. Because she’s a businesswoman. Which my testimonial helped her father to believe, after I plowed her in the back of a pickup.


  I force my anger down. I’m overreacting. She doesn’t mean that at all.


  “I should apologize,” she says.


  “Don’t apologize.”


  “That first day. By the creek. It wasn’t fair for me to put that on you.”


  “You didn’t put anything on me.”


  “I might have given you the wrong idea.”


  “You didn’t give me any ideas,” I say, now glancing around the office, wanting this to be over. I don’t know why I asked her to stay. I feel stupid. Was I really that dumb and naive? She’s Mason’s daughter. She’s a shark, from blood to cartilage.


  “I’d just come home,” she says. “I was missing my friends. That’s all. You know how it is.”


  “I don’t know how it is,” I tell her, “seeing as I didn’t go to college.”


  “That’s not what I meant.”


  “Oh. Of course not.”


  She looks at me for a few seconds. Then she goes on.


  “It wasn’t a good idea, and we both know it, Brandon.”


  “Having sex in the back of my truck?”


  She seems to blush. “The whole night.”


  “I thought it was perfectly professional.”


  “This isn’t good for you either.”


  I laugh. “It was plenty good for me. And for you, too, judging by the way you — ”


  “How would my father react if he knew?”


  “Did you tell him?”


  “Of course not.”


  “Who did you tell?”


  “Nobody!”


  “Not even Phoebe?”


  She looks away.


  “I see. So you didn’t tell anyone at all.”


  “You told your sister!”


  “I needed her to give us a jump! And to give you a ride home so I could make a meeting with your father! One I missed, thanks to you!”


  “Thanks to me?”


  “My dick wasn’t in anyone else that night, Riley!”


  Her face is more hurt than angry. But then the anger percolates back, and she says, “Yes. You missed the meeting. My father came home plenty pissed. I’ll bet he really gave it to you, didn’t he?”


  “Yes, he did.”


  “Enough that it probably seemed like he was going to fire you. Certainly not consider you for the vice presidency. Or did you leave that little chat feeling confident? Shack up with the boss’s daughter, miss a meeting, and still stand on top of the world? That’s how it seemed, right?”


  I kind of grunt, unsure where she’s going, the hair on the back of my neck standing tall. “So what?”


  “He said you were a drunk. Did you know that’s how he thinks of you?”


  Now she’s trying to jab me. I’m definitely not a drunk. I go on binges here and there, but they’re isolated. I’ve always been to work on time, always. I’ve never shown up drunk. I’ve never carried a bender past a weekend. Bar girls have been my only casualties, and they all went home happy.


  “Marcus came here because of me! I told him to give you another chance!”


  My head cocks. Only for a second; I don’t want to give her a point. But I can’t stop my curiosity. I expected her to keep our secret, if she could, but this is strange. She seemed cowed and angry when I left her, and she’s seemed latently angry since, if not overtly angry like now. In my rush and desperation, I’ll admit I came off as an asshole. I can’t really blame her for resenting me. So why go above and beyond?


  “Why?”


  “Because you deserve it!”


  I’ve failed to keep the surprise from my face. Now her eyes look wet. This is how Bridget gets when she’s frustrated. Saying the wrong thing to a crying woman is like making the wrong move around a nervous dog. I’m suddenly sure I’m about to be bitten.


  “Why?”


  “Oh, fuck off, Brandon,” she says, turning, standing, wiping at her eyes in a way she probably thinks I can’t see.


  “Why?” I repeat.


  “Why did you tell him what you said, about me?”


  “I guess because you deserve it.”


  We stare at each other like two fighters squaring off. The distance between us feels a thousand miles away, but still I want to go to her. I’m sure she’d hit me if I approached, but I still want to do it. I can’t not do it.


  “It didn’t happen,” she says. “And it won’t happen again.”


  “Of course.” I mean it, but now I feel humbled, punched, weak. I’m genuinely agreeing, but mostly saying what she needs to hear. What will make her stop being hurt, stop being angry.


  I don’t want her to hate me. A while ago, I didn’t care. But now I do. A lot.


  “I have to go,” she says.


  “I’ll drive you.”


  But she’s already out the door, pulling a phone from her purse to make a call.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


  Riley


  



  



  PHOEBE IS SITTING ACROSS FROM me, trying to figure out why the hell her malt is all weird. I’m considering telling her that the “weird crap” in her malt is malt, the stuff makes the old-timey drink and Nosh Pit specialty unique, when she shoves it at the waitress and demands “a clean one without the shit in it.”


  The waitress takes Phoebe’s glass. It’s the red-haired girl, Abigail. She seems for a moment not to know what the glass is even though she was the one who brought it over. Her confusion is broken when the tall, beautiful brunette waitress who seems to be in charge shouts at her.


  “She has to learn. She has to know to quality-check stuff before bringing it out to customers,” says Phoebe, watching the waitress rush off behind her bitchy gaze. “There was powdery shit all through that drink.”


  “It’s malt, Phoebe.”


  “Right. I wanted a malt, and she brought me whatever the hell that was,” she says, still watching the waitress. Then she turns to me, and her usually caustic manner softens. Her big eyes seem to smile beneath her jet-black hair. “You sure you don’t want one?”


  “I’m not depressed, Phoebe.”


  “Sure you are. I’ve known you forever.” Her eyes flick around. “It’s Brandon, isn’t it?”


  “What? No!”


  “Yes it is.”


  I look around the diner, sure that everyone is staring right at us. Certain that my father is at the next table with surveillance equipment, listening for signs of wrongdoing.


  “Don’t worry, Ri. I just know these things. You’re not obvious.”


  Plenty obvious to Phoebe, apparently. But then again, she and I did already kind of have this discussion. She’s seen me through a few relationships, and I guess she’d already decided I was into Brandon Grant. Which I’m not. Except I’m becoming increasingly afraid that I am.


  When he touched me at the Stonegate job site, I decided he wanted me after all. I went back and forth no fewer than ten times during that brief tour, trying to read his intentions. It felt like a real catch-22: If he wanted me, I was, however stupidly, interested in finding out more. But if he didn’t, I wouldn’t be the first to do something idiotic as my father expected. Again.


  But then I turned cold and denied it all — not that it happened, but that it meant anything. Just a dumb mistake … from my end, anyway. And somehow, I think I expected him to blurt out something gallant about how it wasn’t a mistake for him at all, and then we could move on. But that was like trying to reach second base with a foot on first, hedging my bets so fiercely that they could never pay off. Of course he hadn’t done what I wanted. We kept calling each other’s bluffs, and now here I am. Sad. Hurt. And wanting a malt, even though I don’t want to admit it.


  “You hooked up with him, didn’t you?” 


  “No!” Then I sigh. “Yes.”


  “I knew it! Was he good? Did you come?”


  “Phoebe!”


  “Come on. Let me live vicariously.” Abigail brings another malt. Phoebe looks at it, stirs it with a straw, and turns on her. “This one has shit in it too!”


  “I’ll take it,” I say, pulling the malt toward me. I give Abigail an apologizing look, but then the dark-haired waitress shouts again, and she scuttles off.


  “So? Was it good?”


  I consider lying. But then I say, “Yes.”


  “One-night stand kind of thing?” She eyes me. “No. No, he hooked you.”


  “He did not hook me.”


  “He did. I can see it in your eyes.”


  “Bullshit.”


  “Hey!” She throws up her hands. “Who knew you’d fucked him?”


  “Keep your voice down!”


  “I’m sorry. I’m just excited.” She pats my hand. “It’s okay. You can like him. He seems really great.”


  “You just like his six-pack.”


  “I want to scrub my laundry on it,” she says. “But no. I mean, he seems like a great guy.”


  “I don’t know.”


  “You don’t have to stay away to prove something to your dad.”


  “It’s not that.”


  “Sure it is.”


  I narrow my eyes. “When are you going to stop telling me what is and is not going on in my own life?”


  “As soon as I stop being right. Am I still getting it right?”


  Another sigh. “I guess.”


  “So, there you have it. You’re a big girl. You’re already proving yourself. Based on what you’ve told me, it sounds like you’re on your way. Like Laverne and Shirley.”


  “Were they on their way?”


  “I don’t know. My grandma used to watch it.”


  I sip the malt. It’s delicious. I have a rather existential thought about how everything goes in circles: the Nosh Pit specializing in malts and hence establishing itself as a malt shop instead of just a diner. Phoebe mentioning Laverne and Shirley, which I only know by name. It’s like there’s nothing new, and everything plays on a loop.


  “He’s just so different from me,” I say.


  “I don’t know about that. When I used to ogle him, he was just a digger. Now you say he’s going to be vice president.”


  “Yeah. Dad’s back onboard the Brandon train. Just about the only thing that could screw it up for him now would be if he started nailing the boss’s daughter.”


  “You’re both adults.” Phoebe sips her malt then says, “Someone’s got to nail you.”


  “Not as far as my dad thinks. I’m still fifteen years old to him.”


  “Except that you’re now running a division of his company.”


  “I’m an intern.”


  Another sip from Phoebe. “Same difference.”


  “I don’t know.”


  “He’s ambitious. How many people you know have a man like that, who won’t just lie around and accept what comes to him? So there’s that. But he’s also totally hot.”


  “Except that beard.”


  “You don’t like the beard? I think it’s manly. Like that’s brown testosterone coming out of his follicles.”


  “Gross.”


  “Do you know why he has it? The beard, I mean?”


  I smirk then take my malt back. Phoebe has drained it by a quarter. So much for her not liking the powdery stuff. “I suppose this is part of you being a town gossip.”


  “Life coach. Who knows a lot about everyone. Because I network.”


  “Whatever.”


  “No, Ri. This is just me knowing because a lot of people know. It happened while you were gone.”


  “Bridget told me,” I say, sipping. I say it dismissively because I really don’t care. He’s wrong for me. He’ll ruin what I have going with my father and his new faith in me. I’ll ruin what he has going with his vice presidency. And just now, we didn’t exactly part on good terms. I was supposed to go back to the office, but Phoebe called me during my ride, and I asked the car to take me here instead. I guess this doesn’t make me the picture of responsibility, but it felt right. I left the Stonegate site feeling annoyed at Brandon’s self-centered arrogance and bitchy attitude, but for some reason I feel closer to heartbroken.


  Phoebe nods. “And that doesn’t tell you all you need to know?”


  What? That he got cut in a bar fight? That he has a scar on his cheek that he wants to hide? So what? It doesn’t change anything.


  Phoebe’s head bobs. “Oh. I see what’s going on here.”


  “What’s ‘going on here?’”


  “You’re afraid of leveling up.”


  I don’t even know how to respond to that.


  “You’re trying to have it both ways,” she says, nodding harder, as if gaining conviction from her words. “How did you feel when you came home from college?”


  “Stop life coaching me, Phoebe.”


  “Just tell me, bitch.”


  “I don’t know. Eager to start putting my degree to work at Life of Riley?”


  “And?”


  “And what?”


  “And sad, right? Like you missed school? Missed your college friends? Your old life?”


  “Well, sure. Of course. But … ”


  “You’ve always been taken care of by Daddy. Now you’re on your own, but not really. You’re somewhere in the middle. You say you want to be taken seriously, but you still live at home.”


  “Only until I find my own place.”


  “And you want your dad to treat you like a serious businesswoman, but you’re still worried about disappointing him. By being with his veep.”


  “I’ve been with lots of guys my dad didn’t want me with.”


  “Not like Brandon. He’d be ‘leveling up.’ He’d be a serious boyfriend. The kind you marry because he’s a real man, not a kid. But doing it doesn’t just challenge your relationship with your dad; it also represents — ”


  “Please don’t tell me what my actions ‘represent.’”


  “It also represents your first step to settle down.”


  “Settle down!” I bark laughter and nod sarcastically. “I see. And you’re getting this because I had sex with him once.”


  “Your womanly instincts are kicking in. You know he’s a good catch, and you want him. You want to marry him.” She says “marry” the way we used to say it in grade school, when mocking someone for being into someone we deemed ridiculous. Except that this time, she’s using the same tone to make the opposite point. I consider “life coaching” Phoebe by pointing this out, but she darts for my malt and I lose momentum defending it.


  “You’re retarded,” I say. Not the kind of thing I’d say as a woman. It’s the kind of thing I’d say as a girl.


  “Not retarded,” Phoebe retorts. “You know he’s good material. Which is why you’re so smitten.”


  “I’m not smitten!”


  “And the smittenness,” she says, drawing a line on the table with her finger that is probably supposed to represent a profound truth, “is why you’re sad right now.”


  “I’m not sad.”


  “You said you were sad.”


  “I did not!”


  “Husband material,” she says. “Fuck now. Marry later.”


  I laugh again. I was wrong about Phoebe. She is making me feel better, but just because this is so stupidly funny.


  “He’s a hothead,” I tell her. “He has issues.”


  “Your lady parts know he could take care of you. Take care of the parts, for sure. But take care of you, too.”


  “He’s barely scraping by. He’s all messed up, and even money won’t help. He can’t take care of anyone.” I think of what happened the night he ran off, how he didn’t even look at me or say goodbye, and I give Phoebe my capping argument. “He’s selfish. Only thinks of himself.”


  “You’re wrong,” Phoebe says.


  “I’m not.”


  “You are. I thought you knew about his scar?”


  I nod. “So he got in a bar fight. So what? That’s not anything worth celebrating. In fact, it’s exactly what my dad thought happened the other night, and I defended him. It doesn’t say he’s not selfish. It proves he’s a brute.”


  Phoebe’s expression says that something isn’t adding up. Her eyes squint down.


  “What did Bridget tell you about Brandon’s scar?” 


  “I told you. Got into a fight. Some guy had a knife.”


  “And?”


  “And nothing.”


  Phoebe sits back. She crosses her arms. “So she was too embarrassed to tell you.”


  “What?” I say.


  “He got that scar defending his sister from her boyfriend, Keith, who beat her nearly to death. He got it the last time Keith came around, after he’d put Bridget in the hospital. The time, Riley, that she needed him most.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


  Brandon


  



  



  “YOU’RE SUCH AN IDIOT.”


  I turn to Bridget. She’s looking back at me with a matter-of-fact expression, as if she’s just informed me that two and two make four. And worse, she’s gloating because I thought two and two made five, and now she’s about to be a bitch because she was right.


  “I liked it better when you couldn’t talk.”


  “I still sound like a frog.”


  “I’ve never had a frog insult me.”


  “Oh, come on,” Bridget says. “Odds are it’s happened. You’ve just never noticed.”


  It’s been a week and a half since her surgery. I’m sure she’s still not supposed to talk beyond necessity, but giving Bridget medical reasons not to be judgmental isn’t a great strategy. She doesn’t trust doctors more than any other authority figures and thinks they’re out to get her.


  “I’m not an idiot.”


  “Really? That’s the argument you’re going to make?”


  Bridget winces. She touches her hand to her throat, as if she can soothe the pain or discomfort or whatever she’s feeling from the outside. I push a glass of water toward her. It hits a crack in the table and almost spills down her front. If I’d pushed harder, it would have then we’d need to abandon this discussion to get paper towels. I should have pushed harder.


  “Drink.”


  She does. Then she looks back up at me. I suppose Bridget has bedroom eyes the same as she says men tell her she has a bedroom voice, but as the only guy her age who isn’t interested in Bridget’s bedroom, they’re just insulting.


  “I was right to force you two together. You’re good for each other.”


  “That’s ridiculous.”


  “You’re ridiculous!” she blurts, actually standing. She touches he throat and winces again.


  “Shh,” I soothe. “Please. Shut your fucking mouth.”


  Bridget punches me in the arm. “Why did you come here to talk to me?”


  “So I could undo your surgery.” It’s worth saying for joke value, but only barely. Part of me is sure that I really am harming Bridget by encouraging her to speak, but that’s not how it works. I’ll just slow her recovery. Because apparently, I want more of this.


  “A girl comes into your office then storms out when things get real. So you come here and want to tell me about it.”


  “I wanted your opinion on how to handle her, seeing as her father controls my promotion.”


  “Mmm-hmm. You wanted my opinion on what you should do to get her back.”


  “There’s no ‘back.’ We were never together.”


  “You were together,” Bridget says.


  “Oh. I see. You mean the night we hooked up then couldn’t look each other in the eye? The night we had to have you come and give us a jump, right before I blew it with Mason?”


  “But you didn’t blow it with Mason, did you? You’re back on track, right?” 


  “That’s not the point, Bridget.” 


  “And why are you back on track?” She affects surprise. “Because Riley went to bat for you? Told her father how great you are?”


  “That’s not the point.”


  “Sure it is. Tell me honestly that you haven’t been thinking about it. About how she told her father all about you.”


  I meet Bridget’s eyes. I want to lie, but she’ll see through me like always. Of course I’ve been thinking about it. I’ve been thinking about it since I left work, and on the drive over to Bridget’s. But my thinking has nothing to do with Riley. It has everything to do with the promotion that, it turns out, is back on the table. I’m happy that Mason has come around, no matter the reason. And I’m happy that Riley is willing to move on and put that unfortunate night behind us. Yes, she seemed a little upset when she left, but she was probably just embarrassed. We’ll be fine. Everything will be fine. It’s all okay again.


  Bridget nods. “I knew it.”


  “You didn’t know anything.”


  “Before dinner, you wouldn’t shut up about her. Now, you can’t stop thinking about her.”


  “She’s cute. But that’s all.”


  Bridget gives me something like an evil eye. The kind of look that stands on its own. She won’t bother to repeat that I’m an idiot because given this look, she might as well be holding up a sign.


  “Stop pretending you know me better than I know myself,” I say, annoyed. “I didn’t come here to have you judge me.”


  “You like her, Brandon. Just admit it.”


  “I like her,” I say.


  “Not like that.”


  “Then like what?” I decide to play dumb, but it’s not much of a stretch. There are shades of meaning here that I get fine, but that I can maybe make Bridget feel ridiculous for presuming I’ll automatically get.


  Bridget stands and takes another sip of her water. Her dark-brown hair is back, and two loose strands hang on either side of her face. Her hands go to her hips, and now she looks like the mother we never had, or at least as I understand such things from TV.


  “You need a woman in your life.”


  “I have women.”


  “You need a sensible woman. Someone to ground you.”


  “Maybe you’re the one being an idiot. Is your argument seriously that I should ignore all of the girls I’ve dated, and might date, and focus instead on the single woman who will collapse all that I’ve worked for?”


  “You don’t know that. And stop being an asshole. She’s not like the others, and you know it.”


  That much is true. But whatever I feel when I look at Riley — when I think of Riley — seems arbitrary. Why would she be worth more notice because of the way her dress swirled around her legs that morning on the open land? Why would the first look she gave me, in Mason’s office, be worth more than any other look anyone has ever given me? Why do I dream about her when I’ve had many discussions worth dreaming about? Why do I want so badly to ask about what happened with her mother? I get the gist, and the gist is plenty given the way our relationship would unfold in a reasonable world. So why do I want to know more? It can’t be pleasant. It can’t be a happy story. If I ask Riley to tell me, I know she’ll cry. So why do I want her to cry, and why am I so eager to be the one to comfort her when she does?


  It’s because she’s pretty. And forbidden fruit. That’s all it is. Combine animal attraction with something you can’t have, and anyone would feel drawn. But it’s only an impulse. My higher mind knows better. It’s ironic that Bridget, of all people, is usually the first to tell me I’m thinking with my dick. Isn’t that what she’s telling me to do now? To ignore my brain and aim lower?


  “When do you go back to work?” I ask.


  “Don’t change the subject.”


  “I thought we were done with the old one.”


  “Ha,” Bridget says. “You wish.”


  I actually tip my head a little. Only Bridget can make a conversation sound like a threat.


  Bridget hands me my phone, which I’d left on the counter. “Call her.”


  “Why?”


  “Call her!”


  “I’m not going to call her. There’s no reason to call her.”


  Bridget shakes her head and rolls her eyes. I manage to see the latter even while she’s doing the former. It’s like a condescension sandwich.


  “You came here to talk to me. You told me all about what happened. She came to you, it looked like you might hook up, then she got mad. But only after you each had an idea how the other really felt.”


  “That’s not what happened.”


  “She defended you to her father, which is why you’re still in the running. You defended her to him, which is why she now has some responsibility. Trust me, Brandon. She was saying thank you, and you were saying she’s special.”


  “I think I can decide for myself what I said.”


  “You’re like kids. Two stupid kids.”


  “Thanks, Bridge.”


  “You might as well be passing notes. Jesus, you’re both fucked up.”


  “I’m not fucked up.” I pause. “Okay, I’m fucked up. But I still know what I’m saying. I don’t need you to interpret my encounters. I just wanted to check on you and bitch.”


  “And yet you told me every detail, just like you yammered on and on about her before dinner. I don’t know why you won’t just admit that you’re into her.”


  “I was plenty into her. But I can’t keep screwing my boss’s daughter. And why are you so interested, anyway? You’re a girl. Girls aren’t supposed to be all about getting it on.”


  “Yeah. You know so much about women.”


  I’m a little offended. I know plenty. I know what women want and what they seem to need. I’ve been with dozens, and have never to my knowledge left one unsatisfied.


  Bridget nudges the phone again. “Call her.”


  “And say what?”


  “Tell her you want to go out.”


  “She made a point about how we can’t keep doing what we did. Her father will flip.”


  “She needs you to hit the ball back, Brandon. You’re an idiot, so you didn’t volley. You wanted my advice, this — ”


  “I very much don’t want your advice.” 


  “ — is it. All she wanted was some sort of sign that you feel what she feels.”


  “She feels ambition.”


  Bridget rolls her eyes again. “She came to see you, Brandon.”


  “To see my job site.”


  “Which she didn’t need to do. And then she stayed behind.”


  “To set the record straight. About how we’re through.”


  “Do you know how you’re through with someone? It doesn’t take an announcement — you’re just done. That poor girl came to you and put herself out there, but you ignored her.”


  Bridget is twisting all of this. She wasn’t there, so she doesn’t know. I know much better than her. Maybe I should describe it all again. I already told her everything we said and did, right down to how Riley was dressed and how her face looked and …


  “You’re so full of shit.”


  “Call her,” Bridget says. “Just call her, and I’ll leave you alone.”


  I pick up the phone. I have Riley’s number because she gave it to me that first night, and I haven’t deleted it because, you know, I might need it sometime. Her contact entry on my phone seems to have pulled her photo from somewhere online, and I look at it for several seconds, remembering how she was that first day, then at dinner, then meeting my lips. In that thing we can’t do again. In those moments we can’t have more of. But that raises a strange sensation within me, and I don’t like the way it feels.


  It’s not the sex that’s bothering me.


  It’s the dinner. It’s the morning in the meadow.


  I realize how much I’ve been thinking about those two intervals of time. How I’d been checking the Overlook’s schedule, more curious than ever to see what its lineup will be when it reopens. Bridget doesn’t love live music, so I guess I’d thought of inviting Mason and Riley, since I know Riley is into that. And maybe Mason wouldn’t want to come. Maybe Riley and I could go alone. And we could grab dinner again. I could make her laugh, and hear that unique kind of vocal music, too.


  Something must shift in my expression because when I look up, Bridget is giving me her most obnoxious grin.


  “What?” I say, thinking I might already know, afraid of what it might mean.


  “Call her,” Bridget repeats, “and take a chance for once in your life.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


  Riley


  



  



  I FEEL MY PHONE VIBRATE in my purse, but stepping out of the financial meeting to answer it is the kind of thing a silly teenage girl would do. Having turned the phone entirely off or putting it into Do Not Disturb, I suspect, is what a proper businesswoman would do, but it’s too late for that. So I let the phone vibrate a few times, reasonably sure that nobody besides me is noticing anyway, and eventually it stops. Thirty seconds later, I feel a single vibration and know that the caller left me a message.


  I forget the call, refocusing on my father. Recalling my college classes. Squaring this real-life discussion of profit and loss with what I learned in the classroom. It’s the same stuff, applied to actual business. The business I’ll inherit and run someday, as my legacy.


  The fact that I’m in the meeting at all is a coup. Our going out to lunch together — just Dad and me — is an even bigger one. The idea is for us to just hang out as father and daughter, but I know that what’s being discussed here will linger in our minds. Neither of us is particularly left-brained; Dad and I are both creative first, analytical second, but we love the creation aspect of running a business because it’s just another form of art. A little-known company fact: Before he started Life of Riley, my father used to draw quite a bit. You’d never know it today, but it’s true. I was never into stuff like that. But I like music, and am damn good on a guitar.


  Like Brandon’s friend, Gavin Adams, that night at the closed Overlook club.


  Like Gavin, who sang such a sad song.


  The memory, even in the middle of this dry meeting, warms me. I want to know more about that song. I want to hear more of that music. I want to see more of how that soft melody is able to crack the armor of a man like Brandon Grant.


  Whom I shouldn’t be thinking of.


  Because that can’t happen. Not that it would happen, so why am I even considering that it might? I don’t need to remind myself not to do something that was never going to happen because it’s so obvious. It isn’t worthy of mention. I was ridiculous to allow thoughts of Brandon to enter my mind when we were together earlier. He’s one of Life of Riley’s project leads, and soon he’ll probably be our vice president of Land Acquisition. Good. He’ll be an asset to the company.


  I imagine we’ll have lunches and meetings.


  Maybe we see more live music.


  And that feels nice: the idea of being able to attend events as legitimate business functions. Life could be worse. I got my father to treat me like an adult for once, and this is a great company to rise within. I love my father, my boss. I like Margo. I like the other people in the office. And I share many interests with the new VP. The probable new VP.


  What I told Brandon was true. He does deserve the job. That’s just fact. That’s just sensible. What happened between us was a moment of weakness, but I’m level-headed enough to let it go. Phoebe is wrong. Phoebe has to be wrong. Because how would that work if she was right? It wouldn’t. Dad wouldn’t allow it. He’d see it as mixing business with pleasure.


  Pleasure. All it takes is the disconnected thought of the word, and for a second I’m back under Brandon, his mouth on my neck.


  It was a mistake. Just as doing anything more would be a mistake. And no matter what Phoebe says, it couldn’t be more than a single physical incident — a moment of indiscretion and weakness. He and I are a poor fit. Believing otherwise, even if it were possible, would be tantamount to dipping pens in company ink. You don’t cross certain lines. Not if you expect to keep harmony and do what’s best for everyone.


  I listen to my father giving his goals to counter the projections. I try to focus. I try to ignore what Phoebe said. I try to ignore the clear matchmaking from Bridget’s end. I don’t even know her, other than dinner and a car ride. Why should I believe and trust her? No matter. I do, and want to.


  The meeting wraps after another forty-five minutes. The other men and women leave, and soon it’s Dad and I in the office while he finishes up, making a few final notes before lunch.


  There’s a knock at the door. It’s Dad’s assistant. She tells him he has a visitor: Mr. Grant.


  “Oh, good. Send him in.”


  Dad turns to me, grinning, maybe even proud of me for all that’s happened. “He’s due to pick some stuff up on his way out to the site. I figured we’d go ahead and let him know now about the promotion. You still think he’s the right man for the job?”


  Of course I do. Brandon loves this company. He’d take good care of it. He’d always look out for Life of Riley and serve its best interests. He’s loyal. He works hard. He’d put the company first. Sometimes, I get mad at him, but the more I think about it, the more certain I am that he’s right for the job, and it’s right for him.


  I nod. A second later, Brandon enters. My heart flutters. I tell myself it’s because I’m excited for him. And for the company, which is gaining a strong advocate. A terrific partner. Someone who looks at Life of Riley and sees how it’s special, and will always love it, always take care of it. Even if he sometimes acts like a jerk, Phoebe seems to think he’s good deep down.


  Brandon and my father shake hands. There’s a split-second hesitation as he glances at me, as if he didn’t know I’d be here. His eyes move to my face, and it’s like he’s trying to read something from me. I can almost sense him asking a question, and in that same split second his strong face falls from sure to uncertain. Then he seems to remember Dad and extends his hand for me to shake. I do. The simple, platonic touch prickles my skin. I remember the feel of that hand on my upper arm as he pulled me toward him, as his lips met mine.


  I blink the thought away — and Brandon, curiously, seems to do the same. His gaze flicks to my face, and again I see his unasked question. Then it’s gone as my father speaks.


  “Brandon, thanks for stopping in. Riley and I are on our way out to lunch, but I figured I could dispense with one piece of business beforehand.” He grins. My father can be hard, and he can be scary if he’s angry, but he’s wonderfully warm when in the right mood. I see that warmth now. He wants this. It’s the right decision. Welcoming Brandon into the family. Taking him on as a surrogate son. We’ll all be happy together, I think.


  “Sure, Mr. James.”


  “Please. Call me Mason.”


  “Okay. Thanks.” He smiles. The smile lifts his beard, which hides his scar. It’s the most genuine smile I’ve seen on him since that night, after dinner. 


  “You applied for the VP of Land Acquisition job.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “A lot of people applied. It’s a great job. Lots of responsibility. Very important position. A spot in which I can only have the best.” He glances at me and smiles. “It had to be someone who came highly recommended.”


  “Of course, Mr. … Mason.”


  “I’ve given the decision a lot of thought. And I … hang on a second.” He reaches for his computer, which is blipping at him. I think it might be a Skype sound, and it’s insistent.


  “Riley,” he says, “did you hear from Fourth Federal? They’re asking about moving forward. We just need a yes or a no.”


  “I haven’t heard,” I say. Then: “Wait. I got a call during the meeting.”


  My purse is on the desk, where I set it as Dad was cleaning up. I move to grab it, but Dad is closer. My phone is poking out the top so he snags it and looks at the screen. He turns it toward me, but I can’t read it. I step closer, but my dad moves like a mantis and in a flick he’s tapping at the screen. “An hour ago. Okay if I listen?”


  I nod. But as my father raises the phone to his ear and begins to listen, I catch movement from the corner of my eye. I look over to see Brandon’s face, which looks panicked.


  A number I didn’t have in my phone. Maybe because I’d deleted the contact, proving to myself that certain things were over or had never even begun.


  And I understand.


  “Dad!” I say. “I don’t think that’s from … !”


  I stop when I see the way his jaw firms. He stares. At me, and Brandon.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


  Brandon


  



  



  MASON’S FACE IS STILL COMPOSED, but I can see something percolating under the surface. The welcoming, almost joking way he was speaking thirty seconds ago is gone. As he listens to the message I left for Riley before coming in, I can hear the loudest inflections in my own voice. I don’t remember exactly what I said, but two competing thoughts war for my attention while I’m watching Mason’s hard eyes.


  First, it’s clear he doesn’t like what I said, seeing as I kept things more factual and less lovey than Bridget would have liked.


  And second, I’m bothered that Riley isn’t hearing the message, and that sincerity I had to summon the courage to voice has been twisted to impale me.


  “What is this?” he says.


  Riley seems confused. She must know, from my death gaze, that the message is from me, not the banker she’s been waiting on. But she doesn’t know what I said. She might never know. And even if she does, those words will be tainted by what’s about to happen, and the fact that her father heard them first.


  “I … ” Riley begins.


  “I’m talking to you, Brandon.”


  For a half second, I consider playing dumb. He’s listening to Riley’s phone, to a message left for his daughter, so how should I know what’s on there? But even if I didn’t begin the message with my name (I did), Mason isn’t stupid. He knows a voice when he hears it, just like he knows a guilty face when it’s right there in front of him.


  “It’s nothing,” I say, knowing how lame I must sound.


  “What about ‘the other night’? What happened ‘the other night,’ Brandon?”


  “I just meant dinner.” Already, a nervous twitter in my voice might be betraying me. I don’t recall my exact words because I didn’t expect to find them under scrutiny. I could have left a vague message that conveyed my meaning without specifically saying damning things if I’d known Mason would hear it, but I didn’t. Silly me, I’d thought Riley would be the one to hear her own messages.


  “Dinner.” He says the word like it weighs a thousand pounds.


  “Yes.”


  “That’s your honest answer.”


  He’s missing part of the message while he talks to me, so suddenly my frantic mission is to keep his attention on me and away from what I said to Riley. It’s pointless, seeing as he can merely rewind and I doubt Riley will insist that he give it back, shocked as she seems. But it’s all I have.


  “Yes.”


  “Mmm. And what about dinner?”


  I’m a wounded mouse next to a cat wanting to play. The way Mason’s looking at me, it’s clear he knows everything. Will I dig myself in deeper by trying to lie and play him as a fool? Have I already said something truly damning? Did I specifically say that we slept together? Oh, God … did I say where we did it — on the dark roadside, like animals?


  My heart is beating in my temples. My fingers are starting to shake. Mason hasn’t raised his voice, but I feel like I’m being crushed. He’s just looking at me, but I want to run and hide.


  “I … ”


  Riley comes closer. “It’s not what you think,” she says, blowing any chance we had, if there ever was one.


  “Funny how people only say that when it’s exactly what you’d think,” Mason says.


  “It just happened. It … ” Riley trails off like I did. There’s no way to win this. Even the truth will dig the ditch deeper.


  “It just happened,” Mason repeats. He looks at me. “So this is how you thank me. This is what happens when I leave you alone with my little girl.”


  “I’m not a little girl, Daddy,” she says, inadvertently using words that make his point.


  Mason turns to Riley. “And this is why you defended him.” His eyes squint, unpleasant realization piling atop unpleasant realization. To me, he says, “This is why you said all those things about her! Now I understand. Now I get it.”


  “That’s not it at all,” Riley says.


  “Is this how I taught you?”


  “I’m a grown woman.”


  “Is this how I raised you, Riley?”


  My breath catches at his semi-shout. His office door is open, and the blinds are drawn. Anyone in the outer office will be able to hear this. It’s not even private. Everyone will know. Everyone will think they understand us.


  The ambitious man who decided to climb the ladder by climbing Mason’s daughter.


  And the spoiled little rich girl who couldn’t resist her urges even with careers at stake.


  “Keep your voice down, Dad,” she says, eyeing the door.


  “This is my office. This is my company. Don’t tell me what to do.” He turns back to me. “Where did you go? You broke down. So where did you break down? A sleazy little motel?” His head shakes with baffled fury. “Is this why you were late to the meeting? You were too busy fucking my daughter?”


  “Daddy!”


  “And you,” he says, turning on her. “You could run around and do what you wanted. Whom you wanted. I’m not stupid. I know you’re a woman. I know I’m kidding myself if I still insist on seeing you as this virginal little girl in white, skipping around in a meadow of daisies. But I thought you had more sense than this.”


  “He’s — ”


  “He works for me, Riley! How long did it take? Tell me that? Did you know each other before you met here, in my office?”


  “No!”


  “Did you do it when I sent you out to the new land, too? Did you even survey it, or did you spend the whole morning rolling around on a blanket in the grass?”


  “Of course not!”


  Mason is pacing. “I knew something was going on. Even then. After that first day, when Margo sent you out. But it’d just been a goddamned day. Of course nothing would happen. I figured you were grown up enough that I didn’t have to keep tabs on you every second like I had to in high school. I — ”


  “You don’t! And you didn’t have to in high school, either!” Tears of frustration form in Riley’s eyes. Her fists are balled. She looks seconds from becoming what Mason is accusing her of being: a petulant teenager, about to stomp her foot and start shouting.


  “But that was how it started, wasn’t it? And then at dinner … ” Mason’s eyes flick to mine, and it’s as if he’s punched his fist through my skull. “You must think I’m a fool.”


  “No! No, sir.” I hear the servility in my voice, but as angry as Mason is, servility only seems safe.


  “I feel like an idiot. Not seeing it. Being played. You must have laughed when I suggested we all have dinner together. Were you planning all along to stay after? To … ”


  It dawns on me what he must have realized — or thought he realized. I move to counter it, but countering too early will only make us both look guilty.


  “That fake message. From the financiers. Did you have someone do that so I’d run off to the Hunt Club and leave you alone?”


  “No!” Riley shouts.


  But he’s glaring right at me. “Figure you’ll have a nice dinner on the old man’s tab, maybe? Then run off and take out your goddamned … ”


  “No, Mason! That’s not what happened, I swear!”


  “Don’t call me Mason!”


  I flinch back. Somehow, that one hurts most of all.


  “Get out of here,” he says.


  I look at Riley.


  “Don’t look at her. Me. Look at me. I’m telling you to get the hell out of my office.”


  “Dad, we’re adults!” Riley says.


  Mason looks at her, and there’s a moment where I think she’s said something profound — something that somehow, he never considered. Something that gets through to him and makes everything okay.


  It’s true. We are adults. She’s twenty-two, and I’m twenty-seven. Not only is it insane for either of us to think that her father can tell her what to do; it’s also the kind of thing he’s due to realize for himself, and to let his girl grow up and make her own decisions.


  “You are adults,” he says, looking from one to the other. “But you’re not adults who make the kinds of decisions I want made in my company.”


  I feel my heart sink. I look at Riley and see just how much that little bomb crushed her. Despite my sudden despair, my first instinct is to lash out and make him take it back — not for me, but for Riley.


  “Get out,” he says, almost softly. “Both of you.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


  Riley


  



  



  I THINK BRANDON MIGHT CALL after I get home, but he doesn’t. I pretend it doesn’t hurt, but it does. With Dad mad at me, Brandon is just about the only person I could talk to other than Phoebe. And I don’t want to talk to her. She’ll have all sorts of advice, and really I just need someone to believe me.


  I want someone to believe I’m an adult. Someone who recognizes that I’m no longer a kid. Someone who respects me.


  It’s ironic that I expect this from someone who won’t call me back.


  Without Phoebe to batter me with her opinions and urging, I can only make excuses on my own and rationalize for myself. Maybe he’s not calling because he doesn’t want to make things worse with my father. Maybe he’s not calling because he thinks he can save his job — though I think we can both agree he won’t be getting that vice presidency. Dad is a stickler about honesty. He equates it with loyalty. But that’s something he doesn’t get about me and never has: There are things he doesn’t need to know and wouldn’t want to know, and withholding them isn’t about disloyalty. Not spilling your guts every time you see someone isn’t the same as lying. It’s privacy. I’m a woman now, and deserve my own treasure trove of secrets that are no one’s business but mine. Dad doesn’t get that. He thinks he does, and I suppose he thinks he’s protecting me.


  But the person I am now doesn’t need protection. And that’s what Dad doesn’t understand.


  I’m annoyed that he was so angry. I should be able to be with whomever I want. We’re well past the days when he was allowed an influential opinion on my personal life. But somehow, this is about more for him. Somehow, this feels like a punch in the gut to my father, I suppose. Not only was he confronted with blatant proof of my adulthood in one fell swoop; he was blindsided with a double-punch from the man he’d decided to rely on. The man whose judgment he’d trusted. 


  Dad doesn’t see that there’s nothing wrong with Brandon’s judgment from where I’m standing. But I have no arguments right now other than “Yes, he is” and “No, you’re wrong.” It’s like trying to argue religion or politics. I could bluster, but he’ll never hear me.


  But even more than the feeling of rejection and reprimand is the horrible feeling about the rejection and reprimand. I can’t feel rejected by my father unless I care what he thinks, and I can’t feel reprimanded unless I admit, in some small way, that he might be right. I don’t believe he’s right at all, but I feel chastised just the same. My father’s approval has always mattered, and that mattering tripled after Mom’s death. Dad is all I have. He’s been my anchor, my port in the storm. No matter how bad things got, I could always count on my father. If anyone ever hurt me, he was the person I turned to.


  And he’d say, There, there, it’s all right. You’re better than they are. They’re not good enough for you.


  He said it about friends who did something mean. He said it about boyfriends and dates who jilted me, people who made me feel inferior or unwanted. Every time I had a problem with someone else, I came to my father, and he explained why they were wrong for doing something not-nice to me. Dad was always my advocate, explaining why we were right and the world was wrong.


  This time, I’m wrong.


  This time, I find myself wanting to side with the man my father thinks is the enemy. I honestly don’t know if he’s reacting genuinely to what he’s learned, or if this is just programming. Someone did something to his little girl, and he’s automatically on the defensive without a rational thought to drive it. He’s explaining why he’s right and Brandon is wrong, just like always.


  Only this time, I’m on the other side.


  To have always been under my father’s protection and now be cast outside the wall? That hurts. That wants to buckle my legs, curl me into a ball, and send me to tears. That breaks my heart. I used to have someone to turn to when I felt like this, but now my anchor’s turned against me. He thinks I’m the problem.


  In the other wing, through the main entrance, I hear the door open and close. I hear feet on the stairs.


  I wait, sure that if I let enough time expire, Dad will come to me. He’ll knock softly on my outside door, obeying our separate quarters as if they were truly separate. He’ll sit on the edge of my bed and put his strong arm around me. Then he’ll make me feel better, because right now I feel awful.


  But a knock never comes. The clock makes a full revolution; sixty minutes leave me with nothing.


  I feel as if I deserve this. A split forms within me, and there’s a strong Riley who tries to stand. To be my own woman. That Riley tells me that my father isn’t always right, and that when he’s wrong, I need to go on without his approval as long as I’m doing what I know is right. But it’s impossible to believe. It’s impossible to feel. Because the old Riley, the little girl inside me, is too entrenched.


  I pull the phone from my purse. There are no messages. It does not ring.


  I tell myself that I’ll be fine.


  Tomorrow will come. Then the next day. Dad and I will make up. He’ll expect me to come around and admit to my foolishness, and I will. It hurts New Riley a lot to believe it, but I imagine I’ll probably apologize. I only have one father. If he doesn’t come to me, I’ll have to go to him. I’ll tell him I was wrong, and that I regret it, even though I don’t.


  I look at the phone and feel utterly, hopelessly lost. Helpless because I’ve realized something I don’t want to: I love Brandon Grant.


  I love his personal strength. I love his story, and how he overcame. I love his stoicism and straight-faced sincerity. I love the way I was able to break that seriousness and get him to smile and laugh. I love his silence, and how he hides himself from the world. I love how bold he is, coming out from behind that mask.


  God help me, I don’t regret a thing.


  God help me, I’d do it again.


  I’m thinking this as I look at my phone, which won’t ring.


  Brandon, right now, isn’t calling because he wants to save his job. He wants to save his ass. Mason James has always had a way of making me feel a need to please him, but he has that effect on everyone. I saw it in Brandon’s eyes. I saw him looking at my father the way he’d look at his own, if he’d had one.


  And still, I can’t help thinking about him.


  I won’t call. I can’t call because I don’t know why he hasn’t called me. He might be staying away for my own good, or he might be staying away for his. If I call, I’ll find out which it is. If I call, it’ll break my heart.


  I don’t think I can take that right now.


  So I lie on my bed, like the teenager I no longer am.


  I look up at the ceiling.


  There’s no knock at the door. No ring of the phone.


  And I’ve never felt more alone.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


  Brandon


  



  



  THE ONLY REASON I DON’T drink from the bottle in front of me is because it’s so incredibly obvious.


  It’s what a foolish idiot would do. It’s what someone who doesn’t think would do. It’s what a drunk would do. It’s what a kid would do, rather than a responsible man. It’s predictable, for me to drink. Then it’d be utterly predictable for me to go down to a bar — any bar, anywhere — and turn on the charm. I feel so ordinary, but I’ve never had much trouble getting company. So I’d take them home. And, even though it’s predictable as hell, I’d let booze and orgasms demolish my problems.


  But I don’t drink. And I don’t consider going to the bars, even sober. Because doing so would be giving up. It would be admitting failure. Admitting defeat. No, even more: Doing so would be admitting wrongdoing. If I simply go away like Mason wants, I’ll be proving him right. I’ll be proving that I’m an untrustworthy, unreliable jerk. I’ll be proving that I must not care anything for his daughter because I care so little about anyone. I’ll be making him feel, even more, that we were simply unable to control ourselves — that it was just a big, drunken, ill-advised mistake.


  And if I let him believe that, I’ll let him believe that I’d take it all back.


  I don’t know Riley especially well. I admit it. But I know her well enough to know that something is different. Bridget is seldom wrong, and I hate that about her. She always tells the truth, and I hate that about her, too. Time and time again, Bridget has put her hands on my life’s steering wheel and taken it somewhere I don’t want to go because it’s somewhere she thinks I need to be.


  I’ve only known Riley James for a few weeks, but I knew from that first morning, in the meadow, that she wasn’t like anyone else.


  I kept thinking of her.


  I kept dreaming about her.


  When I saw her, I prickled. Not just in my pants. All over. When I made her smile, that made me feel good, and I wanted to do it more. Making her laugh was the jackpot. So I took her to the Overlook, hoping to see Gavin. Because I knew he might make her cry.


  At some point recently, I stopped wanting the VP promotion for its own sake. This is something Bridget pointed out, too, and I thought it was ridiculous. Of course I wanted to be a VP! I wanted the money. I wanted the security. I wanted to be able to take care of my sister and have enough peace of mind in my own life to keep an eye on hers, so there will never be another Keith. I wanted to prove myself, to prove I could come up from nothing. I want a Cherry Hill home of my own, maybe near the creek.


  Bridget said I was trying to impress someone. That’s why I wanted the job.


  Now, I see that it’s true.


  I wanted to impress Mason. And Riley.


  I hate that it’s true. I hate that Bridget was right. For years and years and years, Bridget and I could only count on each other. We had good and bad foster parents, but to even the best of them we were merely tenants. Customers in a long line of customers. I had friends, and so did Bridget, but friends changed with new homes and schools. We started over again and again before our stint as siblings, and then over again a few more times after that family broke up and I went one way while Bridget went another. But we always stayed in touch. We wrote letters. We called when we could. Most times, our families were close enough that we could reach each other, that we could meet somewhere at the end of a bus ride or two.


  I only had Bridget.


  She only had me.


  It was simple. I had only one person to please. One person to protect and care for. One person to love me and one person to love. Caring about people makes you vulnerable. Worse: caring about someone makes you responsible — something I was reminded of harshly thanks to Keith’s intervention.


  I have enough responsibilities in my life. There’s me, and there’s Bridget. It’s cut and dried. I look out for myself. I take care of me. Bridget and I have each other’s backs, with no other leaks to look out for. No loose ends.


  If I care about Riley, that’s bad news. It’s more responsibility. More burden. Someone else to watch out for and take care of. Someone else I’ll feel the need to please and make happy. Right now, I could care less who else is happy, and it makes things easy.


  But I care if Riley is happy, and have from the start.


  I stare at my phone. She hasn’t called, though I thought she might. But I haven’t called her either because my phone call made this erupt in the first place. The one time Bridget was wrong; who’d’ve thought. She told me to leave that message when Riley didn’t answer. “Put yourself out there, for once. The worse it feels, the better you’re doing.”


  It had felt terrible. Like sticking my arm into a machine filled with gears and teeth. I’d felt so sure I’d be bitten, and of course I was.


  I want to call Bridget, because that’s who I always call at times like this.


  But I know what she’ll say, and it will make me want to throttle her.


  The worse it feels, the better you’re doing. It.


  As if this was all supposed to happen.


  As if it’s okay that I’ve just lost the biggest chance I had. And maybe, just maybe, my job. As if it’s okay that I made Mason so angry. As if Bridget hadn’t intended me to make up with Riley and only Riley, then keep whatever was between us a secret forever.


  It’s almost like Bridget thought we’d have to tell her father eventually.


  It’s as if Bridget thinks this was something more than sex. And infatuation. And endless hours of thinking. And a feeling I’ve never had, for anyone, ever.


  As if this pain is okay. As if it’s worth it.


  I look at the phone. This time, I pick it up. I scroll to Riley’s entry in my contacts. She deleted me; I saw that when my name didn’t come up on her phone’s screen with the message. But I can’t bring myself to delete her, even though it’s over before it began.


  And that’s fine. I’m me. Just me. Just me and Bridget. Life is simpler this way. I take care of my sister and earn enough to survive. Those are my only tasks. I do them well, and I’ll do them forever.


  Riley’s icon on my phone — a photo of a happier girl, who doesn’t know today’s pain — smiles back at me. Makes me feel hollow inside. And I wish I could revoke the power I’ve given her. It’s not fair that she can make me feel this way.


  I wonder what’s next. Am I fired? I have no way to know; I can only go to work on the Stonegate job tomorrow and see what happens. I definitely won’t call Mason. If I’m fired, let him or someone from his office call me.


  I’m definitely not promoted.


  I may be ruined. Destroyed. Dead. It may be over for me at this company, and I’ll have to scrap somewhere else.


  But Riley. What of Riley?


  I could call her. Regardless of what happens with Life of Riley, Riley the girl is something else entirely. If I’m foolish enough to believe I need her — if I’m foolish enough to want to pour salt into the wound she’s opened inside me — I could talk to her … just her. Not Mason. Not the office. Just the girl.


  Maybe there’s something there. But the thought stops as soon as it starts, and I realize that I’m being naive. I have no one but Bridget, and Riley has nobody, really, other than her father. I can’t pull them apart. I can’t allow him to resent or pity her. To think less of her.


  There’s nothing I can do.


  Then suddenly, I have an idea.


  I head to the sink with a smile.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


  Riley


  



  



  MORNING DAWNS.


  DAD DIDN’T KNOCK on my door. I waited all night like I would for a lover, but no knock came. No lover came either, as absurd as that is to think. My phone didn’t ring any more than my door was knocked on. It’s incredibly unfair. If I’m being chastised for being a foolish girl who only cares about sex (though that’s probably a bit overly dramatic), it seems that I should be overflowing with hedonism. If I’m being punished for being with Brandon, I should be with him. Receiving the cold shoulder but not the reason for that cold shoulder feels like a raw deal.


  I get up. I plod through my morning routine like a zombie. I’m up before the alarm, so I take my time cleaning up. I don’t need a shower; I felt a long, hot bath was warranted last night.


  I head into my side unit’s small kitchen, but of course I only have a few snacks. I normally eat in the main part of the house. With my father. He’s been going in later since I’ve been home.


  I hold the cupboard door open, looking at my lonely box of graham crackers and three Luna bars, and wonder if I should make do. Bars are for breakfast, after all. Graham crackers? They’re for any time.


  But if I stay here, that means I’m avoiding the house. Because I always go there for breakfast. I don’t have coffee. Or a coffee maker. I only drink it in the mornings, and because Dad drinks it too, it only makes sense to share that as part of our ritual. So it’s in the house, not here.


  I could get in my car. Pick up coffee at Hill of Beans, or Starbucks. I could show up early, thus proving how responsible I am. Maybe nobody heard yesterday’s berating. It was lunchtime, after all, and most of them were probably already gone. Maybe I’ll get lucky. I’ll skate through the day, keep avoiding my father like I am now, and make it home safe and sound.


  Repeat tomorrow. Repeat forever.


  Eventually, we’ll forget all about it, and resume our relationship.


  It’s stupid. I know it’s stupid despite still feeling both rejected (from being yelled at) and indignant (because I’m twenty-two damned years old and shouldn’t be yelled at by my father anymore). So I hike up my dress skirt, grab my bag and purse, and drop both off in my car before heading into the main part of the house for breakfast.


  Maybe I’ll walk in, and things will be back to normal.


  Dad will be sitting at the table, dressed for work, with his tie slung back over his shoulder like a scarf to keep it out of his food. His short, brush-cut hair will have a very slight sheen of wax, and I’ll see that before he looks up at me and says, “Good morning, Princess” as he does every day. He’ll be eating his toast, tapping around for news on his tablet, or maybe reading the paper. I’ll get two cups of coffee, which will be brewed but not poured. And then I’ll join him, and we’ll put this all behind us.


  I walk into the kitchen.


  Dad is sitting at the table, wearing a pale-blue shirt and a cobalt tie. The tie is slung over one shoulder, and he’s eating toast. He has his tablet. I can smell the coffee, made as usual, waiting to be poured.


  He looks up at me and says, “Good morning, Riley.”


  I’m perhaps overly sheepish when I reply. I feel naked. Honestly, I feel a lot like I always imagined I might if I’d found myself pregnant at fifteen or sixteen and had to tap dance around him the next morning. My father’s expectations are the reason I took longer than my friends to start having sex and why I was doubly careful (condoms and the pill) when I did. I couldn’t face that morning. But even though I’m twenty-two, I stupidly feel as if I’m facing it now.


  “Morning, Dad.”


  “Sleep well?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  He looks up, gives me a small smile, then goes back to his tablet.


  I pour coffee for both of us. Dad takes sugar. I take half-and-half and equal. I feel like I’m walking around land mines, but Dad shows no signs of explosion. Last time I saw him, he looked like he meant to disown me. Maybe he’s realized, overnight, how crazy this all is. Maybe it’s not as bad as I figured, Brandon’s radio silence notwithstanding.


  I sit. I put Dad’s coffee in front of him, and as usual, he takes it without looking — some kind of coffee-location ESP he’s always had. I get a muttered thanks as always. But after his first sip, something new happens. He spins the tablet and slides it toward me. I look, seeing listings of some sort. Then I meet his eyes, which seem a bit softer than normal. Maybe a little tired, too, as if he’s grown older since our parting.


  “I owe you an apology.”


  “Oh.” I blink.


  “It’s hard for me to believe you’re growing up.” Then he almost laughs. “Or that you’ve grown up.”


  “It’s okay.”


  “Everyone makes mistakes.”


  That remark doesn’t settle as well, but he seems to have moved on, so I let it go. He taps the tablet.


  “What’s this?”


  “Home listings.”


  I look up. The surprise must show on my face because he laughs again. He’s putting on a good show, but I can tell this is all unnatural for him. He’s trying. But it isn’t easy.


  “You’re buying a new house?”


  “For rent, Riley.” He gives a little sigh. “For you.”


  “Oh.”


  “I know you didn’t mean to stay long. I know you want your own place.”


  I take the tablet. I scroll through the listings but don’t see any of them. For some reason, I feel a plummeting sadness. He’s right; I do want my own place. I’ve said that from the start. But today, here and now, after what we just went through, this seems wrong. I felt displaced coming back from college that first day, and that displacement made me sad. Today feels the same, only I’m not sure why. Something precious has ended.


  “Oh.” I set the tablet down. “Thanks.”


  “There seems to be a lot there. I can give you the deposit.”


  “It’s fine. I have my own money.”


  He must have been expecting me to say this, so he makes no protest. Daddy’s little girl is all grown up and can make her own decisions.


  “Dad,” I say after another few quiet minutes.


  He looks up.


  “Brandon.”


  This seems to test his calm. There’s a bite of toast in his mouth, and his chewing pauses for a few beats. He works his jaw, swallows, and faces me.


  “What about him?”


  “Are you going to fire him?”


  He sighs. “I don’t know.”


  “You can’t fire him, Dad.”


  “It’s not about what he did. It’s about what it represents.”


  “What does it represent?”


  “A betrayal of trust. A lack of respect.”


  “For whom? Whose respect and trust?”


  “Mine.”


  I watch my father, wondering if he realizes what he’s just said. He’s looking right at me, and it’s like he’s forgotten I’m here … or, more importantly, that I was there.


  “It’s not ‘what he did,’ Dad. If he ‘did’ anything, I did it too.”


  “That’s not the same.”


  “You’re acting like he raped me.”


  “Don’t be dramatic, Riley.”


  “Or roofied me. Or persuaded me to act against my will. Or coerced me. Or bribed me or harassed me.”


  “Riley … ”


  “Or got me drunk or told me he’d get me a new car or threatened you with blackmail unless I did what he wanted.”


  “You’re missing the point.”


  “I was there too. It was both of us. Both of us in our right minds.” I swallow, feeling the need to shock him into my point. Or, perhaps, feeling the desire to hurt him the way he hurt me. “Both of us wanting it,” I finish.


  But instead of balking, he sighs. I don’t like this side of him. Mason James has never backed away from anything. He never surrenders. When Mom was dying, he fought even after she was ready to make peace and drift away. Sometimes, I think he’s still fighting for her not to die, now over a decade later. He could have his pick of Inferno Falls’s cougars but stays a bachelor, holding a candle long since extinguished.


  “It’s different, Riley. You’re my daughter.”


  “So I get special treatment.”


  “Yes, frankly. But there’s more. You’re also an intern.”


  “And?”


  My words are confrontational, so he seems to decide it’s worth fighting dirty to fight back.


  “Honestly, Ri, it doesn’t matter much what an intern does. Interns’ decisions don’t matter. They do what they’re told. As long as you can file papers, make calls, and run errands, you’re doing your job.”


  “I don’t want to be an intern forever,” I say. “You let me attend the financial meeting.”


  His lips firm. I can tell how badly he doesn’t want to fight, and probably hoped this wouldn’t come up. Then, the next time there was an important meeting and I wasn’t allowed to attend, the issue itself would be cooler and less immediate. I’m not sure how much penance he’s sentenced me to, but it’s clear that there’s some.


  “I see. So because I’m interested in someone who works for you, I’m no longer allowed to be a legacy.”


  “I’m not punishing you, Riley. You’re a grown woman.”


  “But you are. You and Mom started this company. You always meant for me to move up; that’s what I was told. The message dimmed a lot after Mom died, though. Around the time I started getting prettier dresses and dolls.”


  “You’re not being fair.”


  “You’re not, Dad.” I stand. My heart is pounding. I’ve never confronted him like this.


  “Nothing changes,” he says. “But you don’t know what the day-to-day of running a company is like. I have to make a lot of decisions, and it’s more of an art than a science. There are no truly right or wrong decisions. Even the best choices have downsides. You have to play a company more than run it. Like you would an instrument.”


  “And my decision-making ability is impaired.”


  “You need to learn.”


  “And I set it back. By sleeping with Brandon.” Another barb, intentionally sharp. If he keeps angering me, I’ll start describing exactly what we did, how fast, and how hard.


  “You’d just met him. You were drunk.”


  “We weren’t drunk! It was hours after the restaurant!”


  “And you were by the side of the road. Jesus, Riley. Look, I don’t fault you. You’re still young. You’re impulsive.”


  “Mom was impulsive.”


  “Don’t,” he says. There’s a warning in his eyes, and I fear I may have crossed a line.


  “So that’s it,” I say.


  “It’s not ‘it.’ You just need seasoning. Experience.”


  “And Brandon?”


  “The ability to make good decisions matters more for a project leader. And it matters a lot more for a vice president.”


  “So he’s fired.”


  “I didn’t say that.”


  “But he’s certainly not promoted.”


  He laughs.


  “It’s not fair. He’s the same man he was yesterday. And I’m the same woman.”


  “No, you goddamn well are not!”


  I find myself looking into staring, angry eyes, feeling any retort drying in my throat. He holds my gaze for a long second then looks away, flicking his tablet to a new window. Back to his online newspaper, maybe.


  I know I won’t say more. My fantasy that everything was the same now feels like a childish hope. I feel stupid again, but this time his judgments have teeth. His disappointment didn’t go away. It simply changed forms.


  I pour myself a to-go cup of coffee while Dad sulks over his tablet, making more rattling and clanging than necessary. I cap it, grab a bar as I could have done from my own kitchen, and am halfway to the door when the doorbell rings.


  I answer to find a man I’ve never seen. He has serious dark eyebrows, blue eyes, and a large, ugly scar across one cheek. Somehow, the scar doesn’t ruin his face. He’s incredibly handsome despite it. Maybe even because of it.


  I almost gasp when I realize it’s Brandon. But my father, arriving behind me, doesn’t get it until Brandon speaks.


  He hands something to my father. A piece of paper that looks rather official.


  “With all due respect, sir, thank you for all your company has done for me, but I’ll be moving on.”


  My father moves between me and Brandon. He looks down at the paper in his hand.


  “You’re … you’re quitting?”


  He nods slowly, maybe a little sadly.


  “Why?”


  “Because it’s time to stop hiding,” he says, “and start being who I really am.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


  Brandon


  



  



  I’M STANDING IN THE DOORWAY, barefaced, when Riley says, “Come in.”


  “Riley,” Mason says.


  “Come in, Brandon,” she repeats.


  I enter the lavish house. With something like amusement, I realize that I’ve been building these kitchens for years. Half of the Life of Riley homes in Cherry Hill have this innovative open floor plan, and I just assumed it had been born on the job — surely by some clever architect, seeing as Mason isn’t good at design. But then something hits me, and I realize what’s off here. The kitchen must have been the creation of Mason’s late wife, Crystal. There are little Easter eggs like that rumored to be sewn throughout the company’s homes, but this is the first I’ve seen with my own eyes.


  I look at Riley. She’s keeping her distance, her eyes flicking between me and her father. I get the feeling I’ve interrupted something. The air is thick with things unsaid, and I’m obviously not the only one here Mason’s upset with.


  “So you’re just going to leave,” Mason says. “Leave us high and dry.”


  “If you’ll read that,” I say, pointing to my written notice still in his hand, “you’ll see that I’m giving the company all the time it needs to replace me. I’ll train whomever you need. But I honestly think I’m covered most of the way already. If you’d promoted me, who would have moved into project leader? Shaun?”


  “Probably,” Mason says.


  “I’ll tell him all he needs to know. I’ll hand over my contacts. Whatever you need.”


  Mason looks like he wants to protest, but there’s no way he can. I didn’t set out to give Mason a gotcha or flip him the bird on the way out, but it’s a nice side effect. Turns out, there are two ways to win a confrontation. The first is to dominate the discussion and get everything you want. The other is to give everything away before you’re asked.


  I step closer to Riley. This is a bit of a gambit, but luckily I’m good at poker. I know how to call a bluff, and know bullshit when I see it.


  “Why are you doing this?” Riley almost whispers, as if she thinks her father won’t hear us.


  “Because it hurts.”


  She looks at me funny. I decide I can explain later, depending on how this all turns out. But Bridget would be proud. I can’t have put myself more on display than I am now. If the way out is the most painful path, then I’m in excellent shape.


  I’ve been with Life of Riley for years. It’s a great company, with an owner I respect. I’ve learned a lot about Mason James, and even though there are people who say he’s greedy, I don’t agree. He’s smart and ambitious. So smart, in fact, that he has a history of making decisions that everyone thinks are stupid until they’re not. And he’s smart enough to always choose what’s objectively best, even if he doesn’t like it at all. And when it turns out that Mason is wrong, he always admits it.


  I reach out and take Riley by the hand.


  “You told me, that day at the office, that the mark of a good second man is the ability to make hard decisions.”


  A glance goes between Riley and her father. I wonder if I’ve missed something, if they’ve already had this discussion.


  “I’m making one now. It’s the hardest decision I’ve ever faced, I think.” I look at Riley and let those latent emotions come swelling to the surface. All the time I’ve spent thinking of her. All the thoughts I’ve denied. All the things I’ve meant to say but held back because it wasn’t proper or I couldn’t face what they’d mean. All the doubt. All the uncertainty. But if I don’t leap, I’ll never know.


  “I’ll have to be good if I stay. I’ll need to show up for work every day on time. I’ll need to attend all of the meetings you book. I’ll need to leap when you say. And maybe, in time, you’ll think I’m ready for the big chair again.”


  Mason looks a little confused. But with her hand in mine, Riley seems almost content.


  “But if, instead, I keep holding Riley’s hand and see if she’ll take my other one, I think I can convince you I’m the right man for another job.”


  Riley takes my other hand, and we stand there with our arms sagging between us, quiet. Mason is watching, something warring in his features.


  “Either way, if she’ll have me, I think I might want to be with your daughter. With or without a life at your company. But I think you believe in me. And I think you believe in Riley. Because you raised her. You know she’s not a fool.” I rub my thumb across the back of Riley’s hand, wanting to cup her face, run my hands through her hair. “You know that I’m not a fool, either.”


  Riley looks up at me — those big blue eyes, her wide smile hidden. If anything, she looks dire. I can read her face, though, and it’s as if she’s whispering in my ear: You could have kept your job. Now you have nothing. And believe me, the same thought has occurred to me, too. I’m in uncharted waters. But I think I know where islands might be found.


  “I’m going to be with her either way,” I say, looking down to Riley for confirmation. “We don’t have an elegant beginning to our story right now, as long as it remains a random encounter on one random night. But this?” I shrug, indicating the kitchen, the situation, the whole of this little display. “This is a damn fine beginning, I think.”


  Mason is looking at me. His face is serious, assessing. There’s nothing he can do. I’ve quit. He’s not going to hit me. If he’d get out of his own way, maybe he’ll see what I already have. The best solutions to any problem are the creative ones. Those outside the box. The solutions that don’t follow the playbook but instead make their own music.


  He could kick me out. He looks like he might. But if he does, Riley will follow. Either way, his daughter will be with me — and if he can see past his initial anger, maybe he’ll see that I’m not all that bad. I served his company faithfully, loyally, for years. I have ambition I know he respects. Though our encounters were few and far between until recently, he’s always treated me like a father when I’ve seen him, and in the past weeks I think he’s seen me like a son. He didn’t just want to promote me. He wanted to groom me. To give me more and more responsibility until I had almost all of it. Not because I deserved it, but because I’m his very best. Because Life of Riley deserves me.


  I turn to Riley. I don’t exactly whisper, but my voice is quiet.


  “Tell me you’re into me,” I say. “Because if this is a ‘Thanks but no thanks’ situation, my whole plan falls apart, here.”


  She smiles. That big, white, beautiful, open smile. “I am,” she whispers back.


  That little whisper is all it takes. My heart seems to blossom. My hands tingle under her touch. I want to hold her to me, but there’s still the matter of her father. He’s everything to Riley, the way Bridget is everything to me.


  We don’t need his approval, but I want it. I want him to stop being so stubborn. To stop being Mason Fucking James long enough be a human. To step outside his anger and see this situation for what it is: a man coming to his daughter with nothing to hide and loyalty etched onto his cheek. A man who would be perfect for his little girl … if he can step outside his programming and knee-jerk reactions and his anger at the impulsive way we began.


  “Daddy?” Riley says. “What are you thinking?”


  Mason looks at me then at Riley. Then at me. Riley.


  “Daddy?”


  Mason’s face seems to break, and I sense him giving in. Letting things be. Accepting the unconventional, because what’s best doesn’t always seem right from the start.


  “Everyone makes mistakes, Princess,” he says.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER FORTY


  Riley


  



  



  I WAKE WITH MY MAN’S arm around me.


  I’m lying on my side in our big white king, and the featherbed beneath us is like we’re resting on a cloud. For a moment, it’s like I’m floating, or maybe still dreaming. The view through the window is the best of the lot, I think. But I don’t need to think because I know. Because as these lots were plotted, Brandon and I walked each one. We stood and looked out across the valley and said, “Here is where our bedroom window will be.” At the time, it felt playful. But now I’m staring through the glass, and having seen through every one of the community’s potential windows, I can say without a doubt that this view is the best.


  To the left, far down and out of site, is where I used to play with Eva. I didn’t grow up here, but it’s part of my childhood, and this place, then, is part of me. To the right, also far down the valley, is Reed Creek. Where I used to go with my mother and father. And that’s part of me, too.


  This arm, slung over my side now. It’s part of me. Forever and ever and ever.


  I try to wiggle out from under Brandon’s arm, knowing he’s been working hard and needs to sleep. But I must wake him just a little because the hand stiffens. It grabs my naked breast playfully. Then less playfully. And then I’m turning toward him and kissing him, and we make love while the valley beyond greets the sun.


  After, he falls asleep, still with both of us on our sides, still with his arm over me. This time I extricate myself successfully, wash my face and brush my teeth in the bathroom, then head into the kitchen to brew a pot of coffee. I check my messages. There are a bunch, but none are pressing. It’s Sunday, and I don’t work on Sundays. But what most people don’t understand — although Brandon does and my father definitely does — is that there’s a happy middle ground between hating your job and being a workaholic. I genuinely enjoy all that I do. Not because it’s always exciting, but because I’m building something worth my time. I’m making life better. I’m adding to Cedar Creek — and, by extension, to Inferno Falls. Some day, this business will be mine. I’m building a future, board by board. And sure, for now I’m a manager. But I’m in no hurry, and my father’s in no rush to retire.


  I head up onto the rooftop deck in my robe. We have the only rooftop deck in the community — one of the perks of being the owner’s daughter and the vice president’s fiancée. Brandon had the place in his mind … for some time, it turns out. Converting it to reality, in one of our communities, was as simple as downloading his vision to an architect.


  I sit. And I breathe.


  I’ve moved on to checking my email when Brandon comes up and sits beside me.


  “You’re not dressed,” I say.


  “I’m dressed from the waist down.”


  I look. He’s wearing the polar bears. His chest is bare. Not that I’m complaining.


  “Monday.” I hold up my phone. “That’s just tomorrow. Can you believe they’re breaking ground on Hayes Park already?”


  Brandon takes my phone. He pockets it. But because he’s wearing pajama pants, the pockets are loose, and the phone just drops to the deck. Brandon lets it go. Either it’s broken or it’s not.


  I turn to look at his profile. It’s hard to believe that this jawline isn’t what sold me. When I met Brandon, he had it under wraps. The man’s version of a burka. I guess I got lucky that he turned out to be such great eye candy from the neck up.


  I reach out and brush his cheek. It’s covered with dark stubble.


  “Growing your beard back?”


  “Like I’m going to shave on a weekend.” He turns. “Do you want me to?”


  “No.”


  “It’ll cover the scar.”


  Brandon’s scar is long and aggressive. It’s not the kind of thing he could hide without growing a beard. But to me, it’s a badge of honor. It’s as much a part of who he is as his often-subtle sense of humor. Most people look at Brandon from his left and see a handsome young executive. I look at him from the right and see a hero. I’ve heard the story a few times now, from both Brandon and Bridget. Their versions differ slightly, mostly over the stupidity of Bridget’s choice of mate and/or Brandon’s refusal to step in earlier, but the essentials are the same. He’d seen the knife going in. He’d known what he was facing. But it was either Bridget or him, and on the whole he said he’d rather it be him.


  “I like your scar.” I trace it with my finger.


  Because to me, it’s proof that he’s paid life’s dues. That he isn’t soft. That he steps in when it matters. And that, contrary to what my father thought about us at first, Brandon doesn’t do anything halfway. Dad’s fears that I was a meaningless fling to Brandon may have felt real to my father, and looking back, I even understand them, given our start. But I knew the truth. I knew it that first night. The first time he smiled at me. The first time I felt something inside me drop like an elevator. The first time, much later, that he said he loved me. And then every time afterward.


  “You don’t have a choice,” he says.


  “I could divorce you.”


  “We’re not married.”


  “Not yet. I could marry you then divorce you.”


  “Mmm.”


  “Then take half your money.”


  “Because that’s what you need. My money. It’s just your father’s money, recycled through my paycheck.”


  Nothing could be further from the truth. Most people earn their money through hard work. Brandon earned his through hard work and a tough gamble. But he’d been right, and I suspect he’d always known he would be. My father is a smart man. And smart men don’t throw away valuable assets just because they let their hearts get the best of them. We angered Dad plenty, yes. But only fools hold grudges, and slice off their noses to spite their faces.


  “What do you want to do today?” Brandon asks.


  “Nothing.”


  “We have to do something.”


  I look over at him — at my strong, loyal, honorable man. Then I look out across the valley, back at the sun rising over the hill, at our rooftop deck with its comfortable chairs, at the cup of warm liquid in my hands.


  I set the coffee down. I reach over and take Brandon’s hand in mine.


  He’s wrong. We don’t have to do anything.


  We can do whatever we want, here and now, living the life of Riley.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  Inferno Falls Continues in Book Two ...
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  WANT MORE INFERNO? CLICK HERE … the story continues in book 2!


  Gavin might just be the music that Abigail yearns for … if only his painful past will allow him to love again.


  



  Just a few months after arriving at Inferno Falls, Abigail can’t see the light at the end of her tunnel. No one can complain about being overworked and broke when the rest of the country’s the same way, but that doesn’t make it any easier when Abigail has to live the story every day. It’s not the work or the meager lifestyle she minds. Abigail wants something more...something inspired...something raw.


  Gavin is a grieving musician trying to re-find his inspiration. He’s mourning a crushing loss, and life has become too mundane, too typical, to give him the material for songs that used to come so easy. What could he expect to find in Inferno Falls that would truly stir his heart? After all, he’s been shattered by love too many times to find any comfort in a woman’s arms.


  The song begins in THE FORBIDDEN MUSE. Go here to get your copy:


  http://aubreyparker.net/book/the-forbidden-muse-inferno-falls-book-two/


  



  



  



  



  



  



  Stuff You Should Know


  



  



  HEY THERE. THANKS FOR READING The Boss’s Daughter, first in the Inferno Falls series! And an extra big thanks for taking a chance on me, as a new romance author. (I’ve actually written other books under a pen name. But that remains a mystery for now. :) )


  If you liked this book, you’re going to love the next book in the series: The Forbidden Muse. You’ve already met the players. Remember Gavin, the musician from the Overlook? And remember Abigail, from the Nosh Pit? Turns out they might just need each other, but Gavin has had one hell of a painful past. He’s not good at letting people get close, in case he gets hurt again. But that’s what the story is for, right?


  I’ve got a lot in mind for Inferno Falls. The series is currently just three books deep, but more are coming. And for those of you who like things a little spicier, I’m also working on a sideways novella series that’s hot-hot-hot … think of them as Inferno Falls books 3.1, 3.2, and 3.3 to go between 3 and 4. That one is chock full of drama. And kinda dirty. :)


  You can actually get the first in that series, The Burning Offer (Trevor’s Harem book 1), for free if you join my mailing list. You can get your free copy here: http://aubreyparker.net/join.


  What else? Oh, yeah, Facebook. My Facebook page is here. I’m not very active on Facebook, but I run contests and stuff, so please be sure to “like” my page. That way you can stay up to date on my giveaways.


  Anyway, if you liked this book, you’ll definitely want to read its sequel, The Forbidden Muse. You can get it right now at this link: http://aubreyparker.net/book/the-forbidden-muse-inferno-falls-book-two/


  … and please be sure to stay tuned. I’ve got a LOT more in store for you, and it’s going to be a fun ride. :)


  WANT TO GET THE FIRST BOOK IN MY UPCOMING SERIES FREE?


  



  [image: Image]


  



  The Burning Offer is the first book in “Trevor’s Harem” — a sideways series that occurs after book 3 in the Inferno Falls series. Get it free (or reserve your free pre-launch copy if you’re reading this before it’s out) when you join my mailing list!


  



  CLICK THE LINK AND CLAIM YOUR BOOK:


  



  http://aubreyparker.net/join


  



  THANK YOU FOR READING!


  Aubrey Parker
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