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For everyone who figured it out a little later in life.
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“It’s a helluva start, being able to recognize what makes you happy.”

—ATTRIBUTED TO LUCILLE BALL
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ONE

ASTRID PARKER LOOKED perfect.

Well, as perfect as she could look, which these days meant a lot of concealer smoothed over the purple half-moons that had taken up residence under her eyes. But other than that bit of smoke and mirrors, she was pristine.

She hurried down the sidewalk, the April morning light lengthening her shadow along the cobblestones of downtown Bright Falls, Oregon. She couldn’t believe the sun was out, warm on her pale skin, that she’d actually been able to leave her umbrella and galoshes at home in her front closet. This was the first rainless day they’d had in two weeks.

Born and raised in the Pacific Northwest, Astrid was used to the spring rains, used to gray and drizzle, but the fact that the clouds had deigned to part—today of all days—was encouraging, to say the least. Had Astrid actually believed in signs, she might’ve gotten a bit dramatic about the timing. Instead, she stopped in front of Wake Up Coffee Company and gazed at her reflection in the large picture window.

This morning, she’d woken up an hour earlier than she needed to, washed and blown out her hair, making sure she styled her recently trimmed blond fringe exactly the way Kelsey, her stylist, had shown her. The result was . . . well, it was perfect. Her wavy locks fell just past her shoulders; her bangs were shaggy and chic and shiny. Her makeup was minimal yet elegant—concealer notwithstanding—and her jewelry understated and tasteful, just a pair of gold hoops swinging from her lobes.

Her dress was the real star, her favorite outfit and the most expensive thing she owned—she still didn’t dare tell her best friends Iris and Claire how much she paid for it last year after she and Spencer broke up. It was a necessary purchase, a power buy to make her feel confident and beautiful. As she took in the ivory pencil dress now, sleeveless and midi-length, her reflection confirmed it had been worth every penny. She’d paired it with her favorite strappy black three-inch heels, and even her mother couldn’t complain about the vision Astrid saw in the window right now. She was elegant and poised. Prepared.

Perfect.

Everything she should be for this meeting and first filming at the Everwood Inn. A wobbly smile settled onto her mouth as she thought about the historic inn, which was now hers to re-create. Well, not exactly hers. But when Pru Everwood, longtime owner of the nationally beloved Victorian, had called last month and said that she was ready to renovate—and that Natasha Rojas’s super-chic HGTV show, Innside America, wanted to do an episode on the whole transformation—Astrid had nearly bitten her own tongue to keep from screaming with glee.

Glee and a good bit of terror, but that was just nerves, or so Astrid had been telling herself for the last month. Of course she was excited. Of course this was the opportunity of a lifetime.

The Everwood Inn was famous—there were countless books and documentaries about the legend of the Blue Lady, who purportedly haunted one of the upstairs bedrooms—and being featured on Innside America could change everything for Astrid. This was her chance to go from small-town designer with a failed engagement to something more. Something better. Someone her mother actually liked.

Plus, the old mansion-turned-inn was a designer’s dream—three stories of intricate eaves and gables, a wide front porch, an exterior that was currently the color of cat vomit but would shine beautifully under some lovely pastel hue, lavender or maybe a cool mint. Inside, it was a maze of dark-paneled rooms and cobwebs, but Astrid could already envision how she would lighten and brighten, the shiplap and accent walls that would replace the cherry wood wainscoting, transforming the rotting back porch into a sun-drenched solarium.

There was no doubt, the Everwood Inn was a dream project. And currently, it was her only project.

She sighed, pushing her recent financial woes to the back of her mind, including the fact that just last week she’d let her assistant and her receptionist go because Astrid could no longer afford to pay them. Not that she’d ever tell her mother that Bright Designs was officially a one-woman show. She’d rather chew on a cactus, thanks very much, so she certainly didn’t have time for doubts or inconsistency.

Since taking over Lindy Westbrook’s design business nine years ago when the older woman had retired, Astrid usually had the perfect amount of work to keep her busy and solvent. But lately, things had been slow . . . and boring. There were only so many design jobs to go around in a town as tiny as Bright Falls, and if she worked on one more doctor–slash–lawyer–slash–real estate agent’s office, filling them with uncomfortable seating and abstract paintings, she was going to tear her own eyelashes out.

Not to mention, if she let the business go under now, particularly after her disaster of a failed engagement last summer, Astrid’s mother would not only tear her eyelashes out for her but would make absolutely sure Astrid knew the failure was one hundred percent her own fault, warping her professional deficiencies into intimately personal shortcomings.

Lately, this endearing quality of her mother’s had kicked into overdrive, Isabel’s lip literally curling whenever Astrid had a hair out of place or reached for a bagel. Astrid was exhausted, had slept like shit for months, her mother’s constant scrutiny and unattainable expectations playing like a film on repeat every time she closed her eyes. Surely, if anything would appease Isabel—maybe even draw out a proud hug or a glowing declaration like I had every faith in you, darling—and give Astrid a few months of peace, it was appearing as the lead designer on a prestigious show and bringing the beloved Everwood into the modern age.

She offered her reflection one more smile and was straightening the buttery linen of her dress when a fist banged on the glass from inside. She startled, stumbling back so that her ankle very nearly buckled from the height of her heels.

“You look hot as fuck!”

A pretty redhead grinned at her through the window, then made a show of waggling her eyebrows at Astrid’s form.

“Jesus, Iris,” Astrid said, fingers pressed to her chest as she tried to calm her galloping heart. “Could you not for one day?”

“Not what?” Iris yelled through the glass, arms propped up on the back of a turquoise-painted wooden chair.

“Not . . .” Astrid waved her hand around, searching for the right word. When it came to her best friend Iris Kelly, ever the middle child vying for attention, the right word rarely stuck for very long. “Never mind.”

“Get your cute ass in here already,” Iris said. “Claire and Delilah are whispering sweet nothings in each other’s ears—”

“We are not!” Astrid heard her other best friend, Claire, call from somewhere behind Iris before she appeared in the window too, her brown hair up in a messy bun and her dark purple–framed glasses catching the sunlight.

“—and I’m slowly losing my will to live,” Iris went on, shoulder knocking into Claire’s.

“Don’t even pretend you don’t love it.” This from Delilah, Astrid’s stepsister and Claire’s girlfriend for the last ten months, whose presence Astrid was still getting used to in her life. She and Delilah had had a fraught childhood together, filled with resentments and misunderstandings. The healing process was long and, honestly, exhausting. They’d come a long way since last June, when Delilah arrived in town from New York City to photograph Astrid’s doomed wedding and fell in love with the maid of honor instead. Since then, Delilah had moved back to Bright Falls and proceeded to make Claire happier than Astrid had ever seen her.

As though to further prove the point, Delilah glided into view and draped a tattooed arm around Claire’s shoulder, and Claire promptly beamed up at her as though Delilah created coffee itself. Astrid felt a pang deep in her chest. Not jealousy necessarily, and she’d long realized the problems she and Delilah had growing up were just as much her fault as they were her stepsister’s, so it wasn’t discomfort or worry on her best friend’s behalf either.

No, the feeling was more akin to . . . nausea. She’d never, ever admit it to Claire—or Iris and her brand-new girlfriend, Jillian—that the sight of a happy couple gave her the urge to vomit, but it was true, and her roiling stomach was the proof. Ever since she and Spencer had broken up last summer, she felt physically sick just thinking about romance and dating.

Which was exactly why she didn’t think about romance and dating—much less engage in them—and had no plans to do so in the future.

“Come on inside, honey,” Claire said, tapping at the window gently. “It’s a big day!”

Astrid smiled, her nausea dissipating, thank goodness. When she’d told Claire and Iris about Pru Everwood’s call—about Innside America, Natasha-freaking-Rojas, and Pru’s grandkids coming into town to help the older woman manage the whole affair—her best friends had promptly squealed with glee right along with her and helped her prepare for today’s first meeting and filming with the Everwood family. Granted, prepare entailed several nights at Astrid’s house, open wine bottles littering her coffee table while she worked on her computer and Iris and Claire grew increasingly giddy and obnoxious, but still. It was the thought that counted.

Today, they’d insisted on meeting her for breakfast at Wake Up to fuel her with, as Iris put it, “bagels and badassery.” Astrid would be lying if she said she didn’t need a little badassery right now. She nodded at Claire and moved toward the front entrance, hand reaching for the tarnished brass handle. Before she could give the first tug, however, the turquoise wooden door flew open and something slammed into Astrid, yanking all the breath from her lungs and sending her flying backward.

She landed hard on her butt, palms scraping on the cobblestones, and a burning sensation grew in the center of her chest before slithering down her belly.

“Oh my god, I’m so sorry.”

She heard the voice right in front of her, but she was frozen, her legs splayed in a most inelegant fashion, the right heel of her favorite shoes hanging on by a literal thread, and—

She squeezed her eyes closed. Counted to three before opening them again. Maybe it was a dream. A nightmare. Surely, she was not sitting on her ass on the sidewalk in the middle of downtown. Her pencil dress—her gorgeous, lucky, just-shy-of-a-grand pencil dress that made her butt look amazing—was not covered in very hot, very wet, very dark coffee right now. Three soggy paper cups were not spinning on the ground around her, a drink carrier was not upturned in her lap, pooling more liquid all over the dry-clean-only linen, and there was most definitely not a woman with pale skin, a tangle of short golden-brown hair, light denim overalls cuffed at the ankles, and rugged brown boots standing over her with a horrified expression on her face.

This was not happening.

Not when she was about to meet Natasha Rojas. And certainly not when she was about to appear in front of a camera for the project of her life.

Not. Happening.

“Are you okay?” the woman asked, holding a hand out to Astrid. “I was in a hurry and I didn’t see you there and wow, that dress really took a hit, huh?”

Astrid ignored her babbling, ignored the hand. She concentrated instead on breathing. In and out. Nice and slow. Because what she really wanted to do right now was scream. Loudly. In this woman’s face, possibly accompanied by a nice, firm shoulder shove. She knew she shouldn’t do any of those things, so she breathed . . . and breathed.

“Are . . . are you hyperventilating?” the woman asked. “Do I need to call someone?”

She knelt down and peered into Astrid’s face, her hazel eyes narrowed. Her face was almost elfin, all delicate features with a sharp nose and chin, and her short hair was shaved on one side and longer on the other, swooping over her forehead and filled with messy tangles like she’d just woken up. She had a nose ring, a tiny silver hoop through her septum.

“How many fingers am I holding up?” she asked, presenting two fingers.

Astrid felt like responding by holding up just one important finger, but before she could, Iris and Claire and Delilah spilled out of the café, their eyes wide when they spotted her on the ground.

God, was she still on the ground?

“Honey, what happened?” Claire asked, hurrying over to help her up.

“I happened,” the woman said. “I’m so sorry. I was coming out and not watching where I was going, which is just so typical of me, and I feel so horrible and—”

“Will you please shut up?”

The words fell out of Astrid’s mouth before she could think better of them. The woman’s eyes went wide, perfect winged eyeliner arching upward, her raspberry-red mouth falling open in a little o.

“At least she said please,” Iris muttered out of the side of her mouth. “Peak Astrid. Polite, even when rude.”

Claire cleared her throat and tugged on Astrid’s arm, but Astrid waved her off. Goddammit, she was going to get up on her own, preserve what dignity she had left. Passersby on their way to work or out for coffee stared at her, all of them probably thanking the gods or whoever that their mornings weren’t going as badly as that poor lady with the ruined dress and scraped-up palms.

She hobbled to her feet, the woman rising with her. She twisted her hands together, wincing as Astrid whipped off her broken shoe and inspected the ruined heel.

“I’m really—”

“Sorry, yes, I got that,” Astrid said. “But your sorry isn’t going to fix my dress or my shoe right now, is it?”

The woman tucked her hair behind one ear, revealing several piercings lining the delicate shell. “Um. No, I guess not.”

Something that felt like despair, as irrational as it might be, flushed Astrid’s cheeks and clouded into her chest. This one thing. That’s all she wanted, this one morning to go perfectly, but no, this disaster of a woman with her cute hair and her nose ring had to come barreling into her life at the worst possible moment, obliterating any chances at perfection. Her fingertips felt tingly, her stomach cramped with nerves, and her words flowed forth in a panoply of venom and annoyance.

“How could you possibly not have seen me?” Astrid said.

“I—”

“I was right there, in ivory no less.” Astrid fluttered her hands down her currently not ivory dress. “I’m practically glowing.”

The woman frowned. “Look, I—”

“Oh, forget it,” Astrid said. “You’ve already ruined everything.” She dug her phone out of her bag, tapped into her contacts, and shoved it in the woman’s face. “Just put your number in here so I can send you the bill.”

“Oh shit,” Iris muttered.

“The bill?” the woman asked.

“Run away,” Iris whispered at her, but the woman just blinked at both of them.

“The dry cleaning bill,” Astrid said, still holding out her phone.

“Sweetie,” Claire said, “do we really need—”

“Yes, Claire, we do,” Astrid said. She was still breathing hard, her eyes never leaving this walking hurricane who couldn’t seem to pass through a door without causing mayhem.

The woman finally took the phone, her slender throat bobbing in a hard swallow as she tapped in her number. When she was finished, she handed the phone back to Astrid and bent to pick up the now-empty coffee cups and drink carrier, dumping them all into a large trash can near Wake Up’s entrance.

Then she walked away without another word.

Astrid stared after her as the woman hurried about half a block down the sidewalk. She stopped at a mint-green pickup truck that had most certainly seen better days and all but threw herself inside, peeling out of the parking space with a squeal of rubber, engine rumbling north and out of sight.

“Well,” Delilah said.

“Yeah,” Iris said.

Claire just reached out and squeezed Astrid’s hand, which jolted Astrid back into what was actually happening.

She looked down at her dress, the coffee drying to a dull brown, her shoe dangling from her fingers. Fresh horror filled her up, but now, it wasn’t from her ruined outfit, her destroyed perfect morning on the most important day of her professional life. No, she was Astridgoddamn-Parker. She could fix all that.

What she couldn’t fix was the fact that she’d just ripped a complete stranger a new one over some spilled coffee, a fact that settled over her now like tar, thick and sticky and foul.

“Let’s get you cleaned up,” Claire said, trying to pull Astrid toward Wake Up, but Astrid wouldn’t budge.

“I sounded just like my mother,” she said quietly. She swallowed hard, regret a knot in her throat, and looked at each of her friends in turn, then let her gaze stop on Delilah. “Didn’t I?”

“No, of course not,” Claire said.

“I mean, what is just like, when you think about it?” Iris said.

“Yeah, you really did,” Delilah said.

“Babe,” Claire said, swatting her girlfriend’s arm.

“What? She asked,” Delilah said.

Astrid rubbed her forehead. There was a time when sounding exactly like Isabel Parker-Green would’ve been a good thing, a goal, an empowered way to manage the world at large. Astrid’s mother was poised, perfectly put together, elegant and educated and refined.

And the coldest, most unfeeling woman Astrid had ever known. Astrid often feared her mother’s over-involvement in her life would have severe repercussions, Isabel’s essence seeping into her daughter’s blood and bones, becoming part of her in a way that Astrid had no control over. And here was the proof—when shit went down, Astrid Parker was entitled, arrogant, and an all-around bitch.

“Shit,” she said, squeezing her temples between her thumb and forefinger. “I threatened her with a dry cleaning bill, for god’s sake. I need to apologize.”

“I think that ship has sailed,” Delilah said, waving toward where the burned-rubber smoke from the woman’s tires still drifted through the air.

“You’ll probably never see her again, if it makes you feel any better,” Iris said. “I didn’t recognize her. I would’ve remembered someone that hot.”

“Iris, Jesus Christ,” Claire said.

“Oh, come on, she was empirically gorgeous,” Iris said. “Did you see the overalls? The hair? Total soft butch.”

Delilah laughed, and even Claire cracked a smile at that. Astrid just felt a dull sense of loneliness she couldn’t explain.

“We all have bad days,” Claire went on. “I’m sure she gets that.”

“You are too pure for this world, Claire Sutherland,” Iris said.

Claire rolled her eyes while Delilah grinned and pressed a kiss to her girlfriend’s head. The whole scene caused Astrid’s stomach to roil even more—the PDA, Claire’s constant positivity, Iris’s snark. The only one who gave it to her straight anymore was Delilah, and Astrid couldn’t bear to look her in the eye right now, not after going all Isabel Parker-Green.

“I need to get cleaned up at home,” she said, slipping off her other shoe to avoid limping down the sidewalk in one three-inch heel.

“I’ll come help,” Claire said.

“No, that’s okay,” Astrid said, untangling her arm from Claire’s grip and moving toward where she’d parked her car. She needed to be alone right now, get her head on right. Disaster of a morning notwithstanding, she was still the lead designer for the Everwood Inn, she was still going to be on Innside America, and she was still about to meet Natasha Rojas. No way in hell was one collision with a clumsy coffee drinker and a moment of extreme bitchiness going to ruin that for her now.

She’d kissed her friends goodbye and was halfway to her car when she thought to look at her phone for the woman’s name. Maybe she could send her an apologetic text, tell her, at the very least, that of course she would not be sending her the dry cleaning bill. She unlocked her phone, her bare feet coming to a halt as she stared down at the woman’s contact information.

There was no name.

There was only a number, saved under Delightful Human Who Ruined Your Ugly Dress.
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TWO

JORDAN EVERWOOD MADE it about a mile down the road before she had to pull over. She tried to hold off, swallow around the thickening of her throat, but fuck it, really, because who was she trying to keep it together for? Certainly not herself. She’d been a complete mess for a year straight and counting—longer if she started from Meredith’s diagnosis—so it was a state of being she was well used to by now.

She was about five miles from where she was staying at her grandmother’s. Simon was already blowing up her phone asking when she’d get back with his precious hipster coffee, and she didn’t want to arrive with mascara tears leaking freely down her face.

She pulled her truck, Adora, onto the side of the road leading out of Bright Falls, a two-lane with nothing but rain-soaked evergreens as far as she could see, some mountain she didn’t know the name of in the distance.

So different from Savannah.

Though she supposed that was the point.

She threw Adora in park, the gear shifting reluctantly—the drive across the country a week ago had thoroughly exhausted her precious truck. She and Meredith had named the vehicle after the leading lady in their favorite show, She-Ra, back when Jordan first started doing carpentry for Dalloway and Daughters Homes four years ago.

Jesus, had it only been four years?

It felt like a lifetime.

Jordan leaned her head against the pleather seat and let the tears dribble down her face. This was a disaster—this move, this second chance, as Simon loved to call it. Her twin brother had been hassling her for nearly six months about moving out of Savannah.

“It’s haunted, Jordie,” he’d said more than once.

“Of course it’s haunted,” she’d always retort. “It’s one of the most haunted cities in America.”

“You know what I mean, smart-ass.”

And she did, but fuck if she wanted to admit it. Still, in the months that had passed since he started sending her postcards in the mail, all of them featuring some exciting new city—San Francisco! New York! Chicago! Los Angeles!—her life in Savannah had steadily declined. Her work at Dalloway and Daughters had grown sloppy, accompanied by several client complaints, dozens of custom-built cabinets and one-of-a-kind furniture pieces ruined by her miscalculations, this fogginess in her head she couldn’t seem to get rid of.

Even her therapist said it was time for a change.

“I thought the point of therapy was to face your problems, not run from them,” Jordan had said in a session two months ago, when Angela had finally suggested, ever so gently, that maybe Simon was right.

“There’s running from something,” Angela said, “and there’s running to something new. You need the something new, Jordan. You’re not living your life. You’re living a life that died a year ago. Or you’re trying to, and it’s clearly not working. It’s a life that can’t be lived.”

Jordan had all but stomped out of Angela’s office after that tidbit of wisdom, no goodbye or fuck you or anything. Still, her therapist’s words had haunted her—more than any of Savannah’s famous ghosts—until the day things had come to a head at work.

Okay, maybe come to a head was putting it mildly, considering she’d set a small fire in a multimillion-dollar renovation on Chatham Square.

On purpose.

It was a small fire.

She’d just fucked up installing a set of gorgeous oak cabinets—and by fucked up, she meant dropped a corner piece after refusing help from her assistant Molly, shattering the lovely wood all over the floor—and she was frustrated, to say the least. Apparently, according to witnesses, she found a box of matches in her toolbox, struck a handful to life, and dropped it on the pile of wood while yelling something akin to Fuck, fuck, fuckity fuck you at the top of her lungs.

The spark barely caught. One couldn’t just start a raging fire out of professionally finished cabinets, wood or not, but it was the spirit of the act that sealed Jordan’s fate. Bri Dalloway, matriarch and Jordan’s highly accommodating boss, had had enough, as had her two daughters, Hattie and Vivian.

Freshly fired—no pun intended—and without anything to fill her hours, she spent the next two weeks on her couch with Catra, her tuxedo cat, ignoring her phone and eating Lean Cuisines while binge-watching every romantic comedy she could find on Netflix. This continued—and she would’ve kept on in this state very happily, thank you very much—until Simon showed up on the doorstep of the tiny ranch house in Ardsley Park she’d shared with Meredith, all the way from where he’d been living in Portland, with his phone pressed to his ear and Jordan’s most favorite person in the world on the other end of the line.

Their grandmother.

Who could convince Jordan to do just about anything, including moving across the country to help with renovating the Everwood, the inn that had been in their family for over a century. All Pru had to do was say, “Come home, honey,” in her soft, sweet voice, and suddenly Jordan was twelve years old at Everwood in the summer, the only place Jordan had ever felt truly at ease. No sick mother to worry about. No kids at her school in the small Northern California town where she grew up looking at her sideways for coming out as queer when she was eleven. Nothing but the creaky stairs and secret passageways of the inn, wild roses and Oregon’s soft overcast skies, and the sweet scent of rosewater lotion when her grandmother gathered her in a hug.

So now here she was, three thousand miles from the home she’d shared with the love of her life, crying on the side of a country road with absolutely no coffee and the memory of an extremely irate woman’s screeching echoing in her ears.

Yes, excellent plan, Simon.

God, what a disaster. She couldn’t even execute a simple coffee run. Pru only drank tea, and her tiny cottage kitchen didn’t have a coffee maker. Hence the coffee run, hence the disaster. She should’ve just bought a damn Keurig when she’d arrived in town last week, or at least made Simon get one. God knew he could afford it with his book money. But no, in all his preciousness, he said nothing beats Wake Up coffee first thing in the morning, and goddamn if he wasn’t right. It was the absolute best coffee she’d ever tasted.

Unfortunately, Simon’s nectar of the gods—and the third cup she’d bought for this designer they were meeting about Everwood Inn renovations, along with Innside America’s host and crew (though hell if she was going to buy coffee for everyone)—was currently soaking into the lush cotton or linen or whatever the fuck of Little Miss Bitch’s dress.

She heaved a hiccupping breath. She didn’t like calling other people bitch, not when she meant it in a negative sense. She usually only used the word around her girlfriends. Not that she had those anymore. Her friend group back in Savannah had been her and Meredith’s friend group, and she simply didn’t know how to interact with them without her partner, nor they with her.

Apparently, she didn’t know how to interact with anyone.

And, of course, the woman she’d barreled into like a bull chasing red just had to be pretty. No, not pretty. She was goddamn gorgeous. Soft curves and shaggy hair, thick brows—perfectly shaped, of course—and just enough shadows under her dark brown eyes to make her interesting. She was stunning, and for the first time in over a year, Jordan had found herself momentarily dazed, a feathery feeling swooping through her belly.

Until the woman opened her mouth and all those delicate feathers had turn to stone.

“Fuck,” Jordan said out loud, curling her fingers around Adora’s steering wheel as a wave of fresh tears spilled over. She was literally crying over a run-in with a mean girl, like she was that queer kid with the weird hair back in high school all over again. She felt suddenly ancient. She was barely thirty-one. She’d already met, courted, married, and lost the love of her life. She was too young to feel this goddamn old.

She sniffed and wiped under her eyes, shaking her head to clear it. Then she grabbed her leather messenger bag, the one Meredith always called the bottomless pit, and dug around until she found the silk pouch that held her Tarot. She tugged on the drawstring and spilled the cards into her hands. She loved this set. The cards were colorful and modern, and best of all, they were feminist and queer as hell. Each card, even the Kings in each suit, featured either a woman or nonbinary person. Jordan had gotten them shortly after finding herself all alone and without Meredith, a comfort purchase, and she’d used them every day since. They were the one healthy habit she maintained, each card grounding her to herself, keeping her from floating away.

Except lately, they were pissing her the hell off.

“Come on,” she whispered as she shuffled the glossy cards in her hands. “Come on, come on, come on.” She knew one was supposed to ask deep and profound questions while shuffling the Tarot, things like What do I need to know today to live my best life? But that hadn’t been working out for her so well lately.

In fact, in the past month, these cards had right and truly betrayed her.

She stopped shuffling and divided the cards into three stacks on her lap, then quickly piled them back into one. Shoving her bag against the passenger door, she fanned the cards out along the bench seat. She eyed the bright blue pattern on the backs of the cards, ran her hand above them and waited for one to catch her eye.

One did. She didn’t hesitate. She just went through the motions as she always did, operating on instinct, and pulled the card. She held it to her chest for a second and breathed. There were seventy-eight damn cards in the Tarot, twenty-two in the Major Arcana and fifty-six in the Minor. What were the chances of her pulling the same card again?

Very slim.

And yet—

She flipped the card over.

The Two of Cups stared back at her, just as it had most mornings for the past month. The cheeky little bastard was in on some sort of prank against her. Every now and then she’d pull something different, a random Wand or Pentacle or a good old Fool or Hierophant or Moon.

She’d even take the disastrous Tower right now. At least it would fit with the state of her life. Anything instead of this little asshole, this bright card with two women standing on a beach, each holding a large goblet. They were facing each other, smiling, happy, full of hope and possibility. The Two of Cups whispered of romance and love, of new relationships.

A perfect pairing.

Matched souls.

She wanted to rip the goddamn thing in half. She couldn’t believe she’d pulled it again. Each time she did, she was shocked anew, angry, and, honestly, terrified. The Tarot wasn’t meant to be predictive. The practice was about insight, knowing yourself. The cards guided you to a deeper understanding of what you wanted, what you were going through, what you needed. So it wasn’t like she took the card to mean her soul mate was right around the corner.

How could she?

Her soul mate was long gone.

She didn’t know what this card meant, honestly. Not for her. It could indicate friendship, a deep need inside of her to connect with . . . someone. Anyone.

But she’d already proven, time and time again, and again this morning, she wasn’t the greatest at that.

She took a shuddering breath and slipped the Two of Cups back into the deck. As she placed the silk pouch in her bag, her phone buzzed loudly in the cupholder. She picked it up, the screen revealing a text from her brother.

Where the hell are you?

She’d just started to type when another message came through.

Hello?

And another.

Jordie.

And again.

Are you okay? Seriously, this isn’t funny. You’ve been gone for over an hour.

She rolled her eyes and called him.

“I’m fine,” she said before he could even finish his panicked greeting. “You can stop lambasting me via text message now.”

“Hey, as your older brother—”

“Oh yes, those three and a half minutes you spent as an only child really infused you with unsurpassed wisdom.”

“—I’m entitled to check up on you and make sure you’re not lost or severely maimed or—”

“Setting things on fire and driving what’s left of my sorry life into the ground?”

“I was also going to add ensuring your cat hadn’t eaten your face.”

She gasped in faux shock. “Catra would never.”

“Cats are nature’s perfect predator. If you cracked your head on the bathtub and she had no one to feed her, she would totally eat your face after a few days.”

“Can we stop talking about how my cat is going to turn into a murdering psychopath?”

“I’m just saying, if I’m going to have to deal with filming this show our grandmother locked us into alone, I’d like to be prepared.”

Jordan sighed. She still couldn’t believe they were going to be on Innside America. One of HGTV’s most popular shows, it featured Natasha Rojas, a woman who’d built her career on bespoke interior design, created and edited a very chic design magazine called Orchid, and spent much of her time traveling around the country to oversee the renovations for historic inns. The team was always local—especially the designer—and Natasha was famous for her extremely direct feedback, not to mention her flawless style.

If she was being completely honest, Jordan was a bit intimidated. She hadn’t exactly been doing stellar work lately, and Natasha Rojas would expect nothing but perfection. Still, the show’s interest in the inn finally pushed her grandmother to renovate, something Jordan and the whole family knew needed to happen, like, twenty years ago.

“It’ll be interesting,” Jordan said.

“Yeah. To say the least.” Simon huffed a laugh. “Seriously, though. You okay?”

“Yes,” she said, because it was the right answer for her overprotective brother, if not a completely truthful one.

“Okay,” he said, relief clear in his voice. “Okay, good. Take a sip of that coffee, it’ll help.”

She opened her mouth to explain there would be no morning-saving coffee, but then the whole altercation in front of Wake Up would just confirm what he already feared, already knew, really.

Jordan Everwood was a walking catastrophe, and she needed careful handling.

“Yeah,” she said. “Great idea.”

Then she ended the call and shifted Adora’s gear into drive.
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TEN MINUTES LATER , Jordan turned onto a single-lane gravel road. Officially, the Everwood Inn belonged to Bright Falls’s zip code, but it was actually just outside the city limits in no-man’s-land, tucked away in the evergreens like a secret. The Queen Anne Victorian home was an Everwood original, built by Jordan’s great-great-greatgrandparents, James and Opal Everwood, in 1910, with elegant spires and gingerbread trim and half a dozen hidden passageways inside she loved exploring as a kid with Simon during the summer and other holiday visits.

Their grandmother, Prudence Everwood, was the one who’d converted it into an inn in the 1960s, along with her younger sister, Temperance. It was an instant success, first for its beauty and idyllic location, and second for its famed Blue Lady.

Or maybe it was the other way around. Everyone loved a ghost story, that connection to the Great Unknown. Jordan certainly couldn’t resist the tales when she was younger. Pru hadn’t lived in the main house since the inn opened, choosing instead to reside in the carriage house just behind the property that had been converted into a charming—if very tiny—three-bedroom cottage. Whenever Jordan and Simon visited, they would stay up late and sneak into the inn, desperate for a peek at the ghostly visage of their long-dead ancestor, Alice Everwood, the infamous Blue Lady.

They never got one. But they did have plenty of moments when a squeak on the stairs or a whip of wind through the eaves caused the young twins to scream their bloody heads off, resulting in irate guests and their extremely annoyed elders.

Jordan couldn’t help but smile at the memories as she rounded the corner and the Everwood Inn towered into view. She loved this place, loved that it was her family’s, that she could always count on it to open its doors to her. When she and Simon were kids, their mother, Serena, had dealt with undiagnosed depression, so the twins had spent most summers with their grandmother while their father tried to help Serena “get it together,” as they always called it. Jordan would usually arrive at Everwood in a tangle of knots, but between her grandmother and the soft Oregon rain, she slowly unfurled, resembling the carefree person all kids were meant to be by the time August rolled around. Eventually, when Jordan and Simon were sixteen, Serena was properly diagnosed with major depressive disorder. She went to therapy and got on the right medication, and things improved, but the twins kept up their Oregon summers until they went off to college.

While Jordan wasn’t quite sure about being in Bright Falls in and of itself, had no clue what the hell she was going to do with her life considering she couldn’t perform even the most basic of carpentry skills right now, this place was still magical for her. Always would be.

Granted, the house had seen better days. The exterior wood and stone, once a gleaming ivory, were now the color of dull, yellowed bone. Paint peeled from the gingerbread trim around the windows and porch, and the turret’s tiny balcony was sagging on the left side. Rosebushes, once lush and perfectly pruned, blooming into a riot of color every summer, were scraggly and overgrown, threatening to take over the porch. The inside wasn’t much better, the haunted element unintentionally taking precedence over charming Victorian inn in the last few years or so, all dark corners and uncomfortable, creaky furniture. Jordan was pretty sure the four-poster beds in each of the guest rooms were original to the very first owners.

Including their mattresses.

She shuddered at the thought.

When the people at Innside America contacted Pru a few months ago about a possible renovation episode, their grandmother had only hesitated for a moment. She was old, approaching eighty. Aunt Temperance had died back in the nineties, so Pru had been running this place largely on her own for the better part of twenty years. Serena was Pru’s only child, born out of a torrid affair Pru had in her late twenties with a semi-famous painter who’d lived in Bright Falls for a time. He’d never been part of their lives, and Pru had never married. Jordan and Simon’s parents were still madly in love and now ran a tiny, struggling vineyard in Sonoma County, a project they dived into headfirst just ten years ago after they both grew dissatisfied with their corporate jobs.

As a result, there was no one to help Pru manage this beast of an inn as it fell down around her head, much less the stress of a televised renovation. No one except Simon, who could work remotely and live anywhere. And who better to help with a huge project, providing free labor and insight, than Simon’s lost and brokenhearted twin sister?

She heaved a sigh as Adora bumped into the circular front drive. Simon and her grandmother were standing on the front porch. He was pointing to this and that, while Pru nodded along and sipped on what Jordan assumed was a strong cup of English breakfast. They’d closed the inn to guests just last week and didn’t plan to open up again until the reno was done, which, by Jordan’s estimation, would take at least six weeks, and that was at a fast clip. Because they planned to keep most of the bones of the house intact—as an inn, open floor plans were not only unnecessary but detrimental to guests’ comfort—a lot of the work would be cosmetic, with some structural issues to deal with on the exterior. Granted, she wasn’t sure how much slower things might go with a film crew constantly in the mix. Preliminary emails had indicated Natasha Rojas strove to keep things as authentic as possible, but Jordan had no idea how all this would really go down. Natasha was due to arrive with her crew any minute now, so Jordan supposed they’d go over the details then.

“There you are,” Simon said, bounding down the rotting steps as she stepped out of the truck. He wore dark jeans and a maroon T-shirt, his feet shoved into a pair of worn gray Vans. Jordan and Simon were twins, but they looked nothing alike. While she had her mother’s bronze hair, her brother’s inky locks were all their father’s, messy on the top and short on the sides. Their eyes were the same though, the Everwood eyes, hazel with more gold than brown streaking through the green.

Now, those eyes widened behind Simon’s black-framed glasses.

“I know, I know,” she said, presenting her coffee-less hands. “I’m sorry, but—”

Simon grabbed her arms and peered into her face, cutting her off. “What happened? I thought you said you were okay.”

She frowned at his worried expression, but then remembered she’d spent a good twenty minutes sobbing in Adora on the side of a road. Apparently, she’d forgotten to clean up the evidence. Her beloved winged eyeliner and vegan mascara were probably tracking down her cheeks as though she’d done her makeup for a Halloween party.

“Oh.” She touched her face. “That.”

“Yes, that.”

“Darling, what happened?” their grandmother said, heading toward them from the porch, her short silver hair gleaming under the sun. She was dressed in a green-and-black color-block sweater, dark blue jeans, and white Keds. Her glasses were grass-green today, perfectly matching her top. For as long as Jordan could remember, her grandmother’s glasses had always complemented her clothes. God only knew how many pairs the woman owned at any one time. At least two dozen, Jordan would guess.

“Nothing,” Jordan said.

“You didn’t ruin that gorgeous eyeliner over nothing, love,” Pru said, swiping some black smudges from her granddaughter’s cheek.

Jordan sighed, leaning into Pru’s touch. She really didn’t feel like getting into the whole mess—the collision with Little Miss Bitch, the dressing down she received as a result, the crying. Her entire family already thought she was barely able to function. The last thing she needed was to admit a little social altercation had her hiccupping like a hormonal preteen.

“I spilled all the coffee as I was leaving the shop,” she said. “Some splashed on my face and I didn’t pay attention to how I was wiping it off.”

“Shit, did you burn your face?” Simon said, now grabbing her cheeks and scanning for burns.

For Christ’s sake.

She wiggled out of his grip.

“No, it was just a few drops.” She backed up toward the pebbled path that led to her grandmother’s cottage. “I’ll just go get cleaned up. What time is everything supposed to start?”

Before Simon could answer, tires crunched over the gravel driveway.

“Um, now?” he said, wincing.

Jordan groaned. “You really need me for this?”

“You’re the lead carpenter, Jordie, and a family member. They want you on film.”

She blew out a breath. An honorary role at best. No way her brother actually trusted her with this job. She already knew he’d hired a contractor—some guy named Josh Foster out in Winter Lake—and contractors had their own carpenters on staff.

She should know; she used to be one of them.

Still, Simon had promised he’d already worked it out with Josh, how Jordan would lead, Jordan would work closely with the designer, Jordan would be the point person for all carpentry work. The thought both excited and terrified her. There was a time when carpentry was more than a job, it was a passion. She loved woodworking, loved creating, dreamed of producing her own line of furniture and opening up her own shop.

Or she used to, at least, before an electric saw in her hands turned into a literal occupational hazard.

“Fine,” she said to her brother. She’d play along. She did want to be involved in the reno, after all. She just wasn’t sure how much control she’d actually have here. But whatever. Anything to wipe that are you okay look from her brother’s face.

A silver sedan flashed into view, and Jordan maneuvered behind her brother to set about wiping her cheeks clean. She may or may not have had to use her own spit, but desperate times and all that.

“Hello, dear,” her grandmother said as a car door opened and shut.

“Pru, how are you?” a voice said.

“I’m just fine,” Pru said. “Oh, you do look lovely.”

A laugh. “Thank you so much. But look at you! Those glasses!”

“Grandma could give us all some fashion tips, I think,” Simon said.

Another laugh.

Jordan took a breath, steeled herself to be professional, and turned around.

She blinked.

Blinked again, because . . .

There, a few feet away and smiling at Jordan’s precious grandmother, was Little Miss Bitch herself. Granted, she was no longer covered in coffee, her eyes were now soft and friendly as opposed to wide and rage-infused, and she was dressed in a stunning form-fitting black suit and white blouse, complete with dark burgundy heeled oxfords that gave her legs for days, but yeah, it was absolutely her.

“Astrid Parker,” she said, holding out a hand to Simon. “Bright Designs. We’ve been emailing quite a bit.”

“Yes, hi, great to meet you finally,” he said, pumping her hand. “Simon Everwood. And this”—he turned and nudged Jordan out from behind him—“is my sister, Jordan. She’ll be the lead carpenter on the job and your primary contact with the family.”

The woman’s—Astrid’s—eyes went wide, and her pretty, light pink mouth fell open in shock.




CHAPTER
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THREE

ASTRID DIDN’T USUALLY employ the work fuck on a regular basis, but oh holy fucking fuck.

The woman from Wake Up.

The woman.

“H-h-hi,” Astrid managed to say. She held out her hand. She had no clue what else to do.

The woman—Jordan Everwood—lifted a dark brow. Astrid held her breath, pasted on a smile. If there was anything she was great at doing, it was executing a convincing smile. She even let it reach her eyes.

“It’s lovely to meet you,” she added.

Jordan’s mouth twitched, and Astrid knew she was doomed. She’d lose this job, she’d lose Natasha Rojas, lose her last bit of sanity when it came to her mother, all because of a few cups of coffee and a dress.

A goddamn dress.

She felt her throat thickening, which meant that on top of ruining her career in one go, she was also going to cry in front of this beautiful Everwood. No, make that all three beautiful Everwoods.

Astrid was just about to lower her hand when cool, calloused fingers slid over her palm.

“Oh, it’s lovely to meet you too,” Jordan said.

Astrid’s belly swooped in relief. Jordan held onto her hand a bit longer than was necessary, but right now, Astrid would probably let this woman toss her into Bright River if she was so inclined.

“I’m so excited to get started,” Astrid said once Jordan released her. “The Everwood Inn has long been a design dream of mine.”

“Has it now?” Jordan asked, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

Astrid saw Simon shoot his sister a what the hell look, but Jordan ignored it. She was too busy watching Astrid with an unreadable expression. Mischief? Interest? Pure unadulterated evil? Astrid couldn’t tell, but whatever it was, it made Astrid feel the need to vomit into the weed-riddled flower beds.

“It has,” Astrid said, pushing forward. “I received the specs you sent me, Simon, but I haven’t been inside the Everwood in some time.”

“You’ve never stayed here?” Jordan asked, those expressive eyebrows lifted once again.

Astrid opened her mouth. Shut it again. She should be able to say yes, but Christ, this inn wasn’t famous for its luxury. Looking up at it now, overgrown thorns from the rosebushes creeping up onto the porch, faded lace curtains in the century-old windows, it looked like something out of a horror movie.

“I—”

“She lives in Bright Falls, Jordan,” Simon cut in, saving her. “She wouldn’t need to stay at an inn in her own hometown.”

Astrid smiled and nodded.

“Mmm” was all Jordan said in reply, earning another look from Simon.

“Well, I, for one, am thrilled about rejuvenating the inn,” Simon said, clapping his hands together and beaming at Astrid. “Time to take this old relic into the twenty-first century, right, Grandma?”

Pru’s eyes seemed to dim a bit, but she nodded. “Of course. Yes.”

“Granted, we’ll be doing it all on camera,” Simon went on, “which should be interesting.”

“Speaking of,” Jordan said, chin-nodding toward the driveway.

Astrid turned to see two white vans crunching over the gravel, Innside America printed across the sides in a bold burgundy, the I of Innside in the shape of a turret. Her stomach flipped and flopped like it was the first day of school. The Everwoods—well, Pru and Simon—came to stand beside her, and she felt a strange sense of camaraderie as people spilled out of the vans. She felt Jordan hovering behind her somewhere, but she forced herself to breathe . . . smile.

There were seven people total, and most of them immediately went to the backs of the vans, pulling out equipment and slinging giant black bags over their shoulders.

Only two headed toward the Everwoods and Astrid, one of whom was Natasha Rojas.

She was magnificent.

That was the only word Astrid knew to describe her. Her brown skin glowed in the morning sunshine, and her long dark hair was pulled into a low side ponytail only so many people could pull off. She wore a long navy maxi dress and espadrilles, a few gold chains looped around her neck, one of which had a strange charm that looked like a double wishbone.

“Hello!” she called, waving and flipping her sunglasses onto her head. She glided toward their group as if on a cloud.

Okay, it was possible Astrid was a bit starstruck, but in her defense, Simon looked a bit dazed too.

“Hey, there,” Simon said, reaching out a hand when Natasha got close. “Simon Everwood.”

“Simon, it’s so wonderful to meet you.” Natasha clasped his hand in both of hers, then turned to Pru. “And this must be Pru Everwood. It’s an honor. I’ve long admired your inn.”

“Oh, thank you so much, dear,” Pru said.

“And may I just say,” Natasha said, “your glasses, that sweater.” She held both of Pru’s hands out, taking in her outfit. “Classic.”

Pru beamed. “I try to keep up with these two,” she said, elbowing Jordan, who had come up next to her grandmother.

“I can see that’s a tall order,” Natasha said, shaking Jordan’s hand.

Astrid dutifully waited her turn, smoothing her black pants as surreptitiously as possible as Natasha turned toward her.

“That leaves our intrepid designer!” Natasha said.

“Yes, hi, Astrid Parker,” Astrid said, proud when her voice came out smooth and even. Years of etiquette training as a girl—literally, there were lessons conducted by a pinched-mouthed woman named Mildred—had prepared her for moments like this. “I’m a huge fan of your work.”

Natasha narrowed her eyes, but not in an unfriendly way. “I’m excited to see what you have in store for us, Astrid.”

And with that, Natasha turned to the person standing next to her. “This is Emery, our brilliant producer.”

“Hey, great to meet you all,” Emery said. “They/them.”

“Good to know,” Jordan said, shaking Emery’s hand. They were Black, with a halo of dark curls around their face, and wore jeans, a soft-looking green sweater, and rugged brown boots. “She/her.” Jordan pointed to her chest.

“He/him,” Simon said, grasping Emery’s hand as well. “Nice to meet you.”

Pru also shared her pronouns (she/her), as did Natasha (she/her). Astrid almost felt redundant when she smiled at Emery and said “she/her,” which was ridiculous. A person’s pronouns were their pronouns, but the storm in her belly had her questioning every word.

“Okay, so a few logistics,” Emery said as crew members went in and out of the inn to search for the best lighting for the first scene, which would feature Astrid sharing her design plan with the Everwoods. “We’ll take a look around first, get acquainted with the space. At some point in the next few days, we want to shoot the Everwoods, Natasha, and Astrid meeting as if for the first time. I know it’s tedious, but it’s an important opener for the show.”

“But that will be the only inauthentic scene,” Natasha said. “After that, your goal is to act as though there aren’t at least four people at any given time standing in the room with you, pointing lights and cameras in your face.”

“Should be a piece of cake,” Jordan said sardonically.

Natasha laughed. “It takes some getting used to, but just focus on your work, and you’ll be fine. Don’t worry about messing up. If you stumble over your words, just start over like you would in any situation. If you drop something, pick it up. We want real people doing real work here. Humor is a must. Plus, editing exists for a reason.”

Astrid nodded along, her mind whirling. Humor was a must? She wasn’t exactly known for her jokes. Oh, god, this was real. This was actually happening. And so quickly. She knew they were filming today, but after the morning she’d had, after Jordan, she’d kill for a few hours to regroup.

Hours she clearly wasn’t going to get.

“Shall we take a quick tour while the crew sets up?” Natasha said, holding her arm out to Pru.

“Of course,” Pru said, looping her hand around the inside of Natasha’s elbow. The two of them started toward the house, Emery and Simon trailing behind them.

Astrid hung back for a second so her usual brisk walk wouldn’t overtake them. Plus, she could use a second to get her thoughts organized, her emotions in check.

And there were a lot of emotions. The altercation outside Wake Up flashed in her mind again, threatening to overwhelm her. She couldn’t believe her luck. Or lack of luck, rather. Of all people. Of all jobs. And now here was Natasha Rojas, looking every bit the gorgeous goddess Astrid always knew she was, Emery all collected and cool, people dressed in black carrying cameras.

It was very nearly too much.

But Astrid could handle too much. She could handle anything. She had to.

She took in a slow, deep breath through her nose, just like Hilde, her therapist, had taught her. Held it in her lungs for four, released it over a count of eight. She was about to repeat the process, just one more time, when she realized Jordan had not moved toward the house with the crew and her family. Instead, she was leaning against her battered truck, arms folded over her chest.

“That helping?” she asked.

“Is what helping?” Astrid asked.

“The breathing.”

Astrid sighed. “No, not really.”

“I wonder why.”

Astrid frowned, not sure what to say to that, but she knew she had other things she needed to say. Several things, in fact.

“Look,” she started. “About this morning, I—”

“Yes, that was quite the experience.”

Astrid’s mouth hung open, her words cut off. She took a step closer to the woman, determined to get this apology out. If she didn’t, her work would be compromised, as would her client relationship.

Her career.

Plus, it was just plain human decency to apologize for acting like a tyrant.

She forced herself to look Jordan Everwood in the eyes. The other woman was beautiful, there was no doubt. Had Astrid simply seen her on the street or sitting in a restaurant, she would’ve studied her, watched her move through the world, wondered about her life.

As it happened, their current situation was very different. Astrid noticed that Jordan’s winged eyeliner from this morning was gone, smeared in fact, a bit of black streaking toward her temple. On her cheeks, there were a few tiny tracks of lighter skin, as though tears had carved a path through her makeup. Her lipstick was still perfect—a bold raspberry shade expertly applied to full lips—but the rest of her face seemed . . . tired. Worn.

A flood of guilt spilled into Astrid’s chest. Had she actually made this woman cry?

Shit.

“I’m sorry,” Astrid said before Jordan could stop her. “Truly, I acted abysmally this morning, and I won’t offer up an excuse—”

“Oh, I’d love to hear it.”

Astrid blinked. “Hear what?”

“The excuse.” She flourished her hand as if to say Please, do go on.

Astrid’s heart was solidly in her throat now. She tried swallowing a few times, but it didn’t help all that much as paltry excuses rushed into her mind.

I was in a hurry.

That was my favorite dress.

I didn’t get enough sleep last night.

Well, none of those would do. Not at all, no matter how true they might be.

Jordan’s brows shot up. “Do you actually have one? Or do you just treat people like shit on any given day?”

“No, of course not. That’s not what I—”

“Then you must have an excuse. Or are you only apologizing now because I’m your client?”

Astrid looked down and rubbed her forehead. Tears gathered in her throat. Again. Goddammit, how had this day gotten so far away from her? It was supposed to be perfect. It was supposed to be empowering and successful.

She gazed back up at Jordan, who regarded her patiently. Astrid let herself stare, searching for the right words when, suddenly, she didn’t have to search. She knew the right words, her excuse—or rather, the reason for this whole horrible morning. It came so easily, words she’d never been able to say in the past year to her best friends, as though this woman’s intent golden-green gaze just pulled truths out of her.

I’m terrified of failing.

I’m terrified of everything.

Jesus Christ. Astrid shook her head a little, swallowed down all the horrifying, embarrassing words that had swelled so suddenly into her chest.

Several seconds passed before she realized Jordan had taken a step closer to her, her crossed arms released, hands now stored in her overall pockets, her head tilted.

Astrid tucked her hair behind her ears, rolled her shoulders back. No way she could say that to this woman, but she had to say something. “I—”

“Jordie!” Simon called from the porch. “Can we get started already?”

Jordan blinked, took a step back.
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