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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

LARS: Seriously, Collins. Where are you?

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

Clarke was always saving me.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I shook that out of my head. Not now.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Grow up,” Clarke sighed.

“Get a grip,” Collins shot back.

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

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

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

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

Last time?

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

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

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

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

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

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

“It’s fine,” I muttered.

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

“I’m not, actually.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I nodded, but I didn’t look away.

“Everyone all right?” Clarke asked.

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

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

When the truck started moving again, I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the seat—counting down the minutes until I was out of this truck.
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