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        From the minds of two bestselling authors comes this stand alone novel about a small town mechanic trying to save his shop, his town, and himself… and a woman who has everything a person could want – except happiness.

        

        Sometimes you have to lose everything… to find something

        

        Written by London Casey (Karolyn James) and Jaxson Kidman
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* * *

      
        Stay social with both authors here:

      

      
        	Newsletter (part of the Outlaw Romance Obsession team): http://eepurl.com/b9BDKb

        	Jaxson Kidman Facebook fan page: www.facebook.com/jaxsonkidman

        	London Casey (Karolyn James) Facebook fan page: www.facebook.com/karolynjamesauthor

        	St. Skin Facebook fan page: www.facebook.com/stskinseries

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          The Mechanic & The Princess

        

      

    
    
      
        She’s called ‘the princess’ … but believe me, I’m not looking to be her prince.
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* * *

      
        GAVIN:

        

        Olivia shows up in my town, in my bar, and she’s way out of place. Bad enough I struggle to keep my rundown auto shop afloat and carry everyone in town after my family’s tragedy, now I’m carrying Olivia to safety after she makes a fool of herself in front of everyone.

        By morning, a fancy car picks her up and she’s out of my town and my life. Or so I think. Next thing I know she’s back again. She’s here to apologize for what happened the first time - but now that I’ve set my sights on her, I don’t want her to take off again.

        I’m know I’m just a dirty mechanic, but when these rough hands touch Olivia’s soft, perfect skin, sparks fly. Even if I come to realize that her real intentions in my town may cost me everything I own and love.

        

        OLIVIA:

        

        If I knew the real story behind the town and the garage I wouldn’t have gotten myself into this mess. I’m the good girl, ‘the princess’, the face of an empire that’s been built on lies and deception. I just want to find something good in my life - and after someone close to me passes away, I feel lost.

        I feel empty.

        I feel alone.

        When I wake up on the couch in a house somewhere out in the country, I should be worried. But then a really good looking stranger hands me a cup of coffee and smiles. Before I can catch my breath, I’m whisked into his gritty, small town life.

        When we talk, we instantly flirt. When we touch, I forget who I am. He knows nothing about me and I want to know everything about him.

        There’s one small problem… okay, two.

        First, the more I’m near him, the more I fall for him.

        Second, I’m being paid to ruin his town, his business, and his life.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Prologue - Him

        

        A Day in the Life of… PART ONE

      

    
    
      
        (Gavin)

      

       

      I watched as Rich opened the lid to the cooler. His hands were as black as night, just a part of the job. He grabbed a hoagie and turned, slapping it against Donny’s stomach. He  reached into the cooler again. He faked another handoff to Donny and then took a few steps and turned. He put his left hand out and looked right at me with a head nod.

      I had a cigarette between my lips, not in the mood for whatever fucking game Rich wanted to play. I leaned against an open garage bay in a white sleeveless shirt that was covered in all kinds of fluids from cars, trucks, even a school bus. Shit, if it weren’t for the local school giving me the maintenance contract on all their buses I’d probably be working a second job to keep things flowing.

      “Fourth and fifteen,” Rich yelled. “The pass is in the air… for the win…”

      Rich threw the hoagie like a football. Of course he did. Rich still thought we were all in high school. He still saw himself playing in the championship game. Getting the college scholarship. Soaring to the top of all talks when it came time to go pro. And then inking a monster multi-million dollar deal and throwing the middle finger to the little shithole town we all called home.

      Except Rich did something very stupid. He chose to look at the end instead of the middle. What did that mean? That meant Rich decided to toss back one too many shots, get into a car with a woman he picked up at a bar, and then wrapped that car around a tree. The woman broke her leg, her parents sued Rich, Rich lost his scholarship, and, oh yeah, he broke his throwing arm and never regained what he once had. I was never sure if he had the skills to go pro though. Not that any of that shit mattered to me. The world of college, parties, and careers waved bye-bye to me a long time ago.

      I was lucky enough to know how to use a wrench and got in with the shop owner when I was fourteen. The guy who owned the place - Grumpy Gus - let me sleep in the garage when I had no home. I got to know him and he became the closest thing I had to a father. I was there when he died and I was there when his lawyer told me Gus left me everything. A house that needed to get knocked down, a garage that was barely alive, and some credit card debt because Grumpy Gus made himself happy with a credit card and a laptop, buying videos that he could have watched for free, but that’s a whole other topic.

      Rich’s throw wasn’t on target at all.

      I watched as my Italian hoagie with peppers and oil and vinegar flew to my right. I took my cigarette out of my mouth and threw it to the ground, stepped on it as I stepped to the right and threw my hand out, making the catch. Lucky for me my hands were big, callused, and the hoagie hit and stuck.

      “For the win!” Rich called out.

      “Nice throw,” I said. Then pointed to the yellow stained slightly turned clock on the wall. “Twenty minutes starts now.”

      “Yes, boss,” Donny said with a salute.

      He and Rich sat on the cooler after breaking out cans of soda. I knew there was beer hidden in the ice and they knew if I caught them even holding a can of beer before five I’d break their hands. I wouldn’t fire them because I needed the help.

      I turned and walked into the garage. In a chair begging for its life sat Hank. His head was down on his chest as he snored, taking his afternoon nap before he’d wake and eat enough food for ten people. He was a big guy in every way possible but he was fiercely loyal, more to Gus than me. But I kept him around after Gus died because Gus made me promise to do so.

      I kicked at the chair and Hank popped up and growled. “Fucker.”

      “Good morning,” I said. “You going to eat?”

      “I’ll get there, goddammit. I’m resting my eyes.”

      “Sure thing,” I said.

      I walked to the office door and looked back. The place was my kingdom. All I really had in life besides a black lab named Jesse at home. Jesse was too old for his own good but refused to give up on life. That dog was one tough son of a bitch.

      I opened the office and sat down in my chair. I plopped my hoagie down on a pile of invoices and bills and went to town on my lunch. I figured the electric company wouldn’t mind a little stench of onion and oil on the bill, right? Plus, the fucking bill was forty days overdue.

      I’d get to it when they’d send someone out to threaten to shut the power off.

      It was the game of survival with no end in sight. The game I had been born into. Some days you were the one eating steak and smiling and other days you were hiding under the table waiting for a little piece of fat or bone to fall your way.

      But at the end of the day, it always seemed to balance out.

      Right on cue, the office door swung open and in came Nikki.

      She had fear spread across her face.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked as I stood up.

      “The car’s making noise again. I was late with the rent. Stupid Handlen is threatening to kick me out.”

      Nikki blew out what looked like a much needed breath. She ran her hand through her hair but a few strands refused to say back. Her eyes filled with tears as she bit her bottom lip. I knew how much Nikki hated to cry. Just about the same as she hated to be hugged and told it was going to be okay.

      I gave her a few seconds and she collected herself.

      “Ava is behind on her reading level too,” she said. “I think that hurts the worst.”

      “She’s a kid,” I said. “Fuck whatever any school thinks about reading.”

      “She’s not…”

      “Nik,” I said as I rose up. I grabbed a paper towel and wiped my hands and mouth. Then I opened the top drawer of my desk and grabbed the bank deposit bag. I unzipped the green leather bag and took out cash.

      She started to shake her head. “Dammit, Gavin. No. Not again.”

      I walked to her and grabbed her hand. “Nik… shut up.”

      “Don’t talk to me like that.”

      I put the cash into her hand. “Pay the rent. Make sure you’re good with the preschool. Fuck whatever they say about Ava’s reading. I’ll work with her tonight. Bring her over and we’ll do something.”

      “Gavin…”

      I touched Nikki’s chin. “You’re family.”

      “Not by blood.”

      “That means nothing to me.”

      We stared at each other. It was a damn shame we never allowed lines to get crossed, really. But by now we were far too close as brother and sister to let anything happen. After all she had been through though, she needed me to protect her. And Ava. Which I did.

      “What about the garage?” Nikki asked. “I know this money is for the bills here.”

      “Hey. The lights are on. Cars need to be fixed. The guys are working. This isn’t your worry.”

      “I have to get to the diner or else I’m going to get fired.”

      I grabbed the keys off my desk. “Take my truck. Leave the car. I’ll get it fixed and bring it to the diner.”

      “You sure? I’ll find a way to pay you…” Nikki glanced at the cash and she frowned. “With the money you just gave me.”

      “Go to work, Nik,” I said. “Pour coffees. Serve up club sandwiches. Flirt. Make money.”

      “Only you could turn waitressing into making me feel like a whore.”

      “At least you don’t do it topless.”

      “Maybe I should,” Nikki said.

      I laughed. “Get out of here.”

      “Hey, Gav?” she called out.

      “Yeah?” I was behind my desk again.

      “Thanks for the cash,” she said. “And you smell like onions. Not a good fit on you.”

      I reached down and grabbed an oregano laced onion. I tilted my head back and dangled it over my mouth like me and Luke used to do when we were kids with worms. We’d torture the hell out of Nikki with that stuff, until one time Luke dropped the worm for real by accident.

      I dropped the onion into my mouth and chomped on it.

      “You’re a pig,” Nikki said. “Love you.”

      “Love you too, Nik,” I said.

      She left the office and I plopped down in my chair. I still had half a hoagie to eat but priority number one was getting her car fixed. I opened my drawer again and shoved the remaining money and other invoices away. I dug in the back and found an old picture. Me, Luke, Nikki. Luke had his arm around her. He claimed her from day one. And now I was taking care of her. And Ava. With enough secrets to drown the strongest swimmer, I shut the drawer and stood up. My chair flew back and hit the wall.

      I left the food on the desk only to have it stolen by a fucking cat that lingered around the garage. I warned the guys about feeding the damn thing but they named the cat Wrench and the fucking thing ate the other half of my lunch.

      By then though I was already done with Nikki’s car.

      The day rolled on. Cars came in, cars went out. Rich and Donny argued over a concert they claimed to have seen five years ago. Hank fell asleep hanging over the hood of a car. Every time he did it I thought this was the time I’d find him dead from a heart attack. But he woke up.

      Life went on.

      Life always went on… until it didn’t.
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* * *

       

      I opened the door to the house and whistled. In my head I heard the scratching of nails against the old wood floors. The beat up rug that led from the foyer to the living room would get rolled up as Jesse would do anything to get to me at the door. He’d fall to the floor, roll over, wiggling his back against my boots. He’d make the most pathetic whining sound you’d ever hear. Then he’d roll back and jump up to his feet… and piss.

      I used to get so mad at the damn dog.

      Now I looked down at my stained and worn boots and wished they were covered in piss.

      “Jesse, I’m home,” I called out, cupping my hands to my mouth.

      Then I heard the soft scratch, scratch as he lowered himself from the recliner in the sunroom and then slowly walked toward me. He looked at me with aged eyes but still managed to get his tail wagging fast. I dropped to one knee and he always gave me a big lab hug. I wrapped my arms around him.

      “Missed you, buddy,” I said. “Find any squirrels today?”

      Jess just stared. After a few seconds, he let out a loud bark.

      That was dog for shut up and feed me.

      So I did.

      I found myself leftover pizza from the night before and grabbed a cold beer.

      I sat out back with Jesse by my side.

      My phone buzzed with a call from a number I didn’t know. It was someone looking for money to do with the garage. I ignored the call. The phone beeped again and it was Nikki.

      A text message.

      Out front. Brought food.

      She always made her presence known, fearing I’d be with a woman.

      I left the beer and a half eaten slice of pizza on the table. I went to the front door to find Ava standing there with a big smile on her face. Bluest eyes ever. Blonde hair that was almost white. A perfect mirror image…

      It always took my breath.

      “Uncle Gavin!” she yelled as though I was a mile away.

      “Little Ava!” I yelled at her.

      I scooped her up and saw Nikki getting out of her car with a bag of takeout food.

      “Hope you’re hungry,” she called out.

      “I only had four slices of pizza,” I yelled back. “I’m starving.”

      “You’re a pig,” Ava said.

      “Hey. Your mother called me that earlier.”

      “See, it’s true,” Ava said.

      I tickled her and she let out a yelling giggle that made the world feel totally right.

      Even though everything was a fucked up mess. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Prologue - Her

        

        A Day in the Life of… PART TWO

      

    
    
      
        (Olivia)

      

       

      I felt the sunlight creep across my face as I gently opened my eyes. The midnight gala from the night before went until after two. It was a good time though, with a lot of people and a lot of names that were still swirling through my head. I pushed myself up and felt the bed and pillows give way for me. They were all custom made, fitted for my body, imported from wherever it was then most expensive to get them all from.

      The mechanical windows finished their morning climb, set to a timer, just as they were set to a timer to close at night. Complete darkness helped me sleep, especially for those late nights that became mornings. Waking up too early to the sun was not really a pleasant thing. Or at least that’s what I was told. Or trained to believe. Whatever worked better.

      I kicked off the expensive comforter and stepped out of the bed. Funny how the apartment was more of a home to me now than my actual home about twenty miles away. Out of the city, almost secluded, but too many people knew me. And photographers followed me wherever I went, so sometimes it was easier and better to just stay in the city. The whole princess thing started years ago for me, almost by mistake. My father insisted I make a dream list of what I would want for my sweet sixteenth birthday. At that time we were considered rich but not quite to the filthy rich status that hung over our heads on a daily basis. Six months leading up to my birthday my father’s savvy business mind tripled his wealth, thus tripling my own wealth. Even though I didn’t work for it, which was a strange feeling to me. One time I tried to set up a lemonade stand because I knew kids in school that did that for fun to earn money over the summer. My father laughed and handed me a credit card and told me to go shopping. A week later he bought a lemonade company and had a machine installed in the house, the backyard, and made sure that anytime I wanted lemonade, it was free.

      That wasn’t the point of my lemonade stand.

      Back to the princess thing.

      As a teenager, who wouldn’t make up the most elaborate party ever? Fueled up on prince and princess movies as a kid, my world being a giant shelter after the death of my mother, I lived in the world of movies and make believe. So when I handed my list to my father as a joke, I didn’t realize he was going to make it all happen. Which included me being put up on a pedestal - literally - and my father putting a princess crown on me. I mean, the dress alone for the party was thousands of dollars.

      Someone there snapped a picture of the crown thing and thus began myself being known as a princess. The Princess. I went from a sixteen year old girl who had no idea my wild ideas of a big party were going to come to life to becoming an almost celebrity figure for no reason. Everything I did was scrutinized. Everything I said was analyzed. I had to switch schools and eventually just got home schooled, because by then, I was an active member in my father’s business empire because the exposure was just too great to pass up.

      Imagine this - my father being in the high class boardroom about five hundred stories in the air. Me, I was at home, actively studying, wishing I was in school with friends. My personal assistant - Andy - walked into the room and started to pack a bag for me. My custom closet was designed with clothing needed for wherever I was going. Which made it easier to pack when my father made the call for me.

      Andy hurried to get a bag ready and then snapped her fingers for me to move. I packed up my school work and she told me to leave it. So I did.

      I was then put into the back of a limo, driven to a small private airport (that my father owned), and was put on a private jet (that my father owned), and flown to his office. The drive would have been only an hour. But that hour was too precious for my father.

      I was then taken to the building in another limo and escorted to the boardroom where my father stood, pouring himself a glass of scotch as he stood at the window, swirling the liquid and ice, sipping it.

      It was in that moment I became an asset to his empire. I was no longer his daughter. I now had a purpose to him other than being a reminder of the wife he lost to a disease all the money in the world couldn’t cure.

      But at the same time, just shy of eighteen and being offered a seven figure job - my first and only job - really wasn’t all that bad. Other than the fact that my father always had an agenda while I was just trying to find the good in people, in the world, and wonder what the hell was next in my life.

      What came next this morning was my door opening and Andy standing there in a black dress, hair pulled back, holding a tablet in one hand, scrolling through it while she was talking on a headset. Obviously working on my schedule.

      Andy had started by changing my sheets when I was fourteen. Cleaning my room. Cleaning my personal bathroom. She was the one who helped me through several awkward girl becoming a woman moments in life. So when it came time for me to get my job offer from my father I made sure that Andy got one too. She was a single mother, forever struggling, but now she had a comfortable job and was able to afford more for her kids than what was ever given to her.

      That rested on my shoulders though, along with several other jobs.

      Behind Andy came two people carrying trays of food and drink. I turned and opened my mouth to protest but it was no use. The two servers put the trays on a table and then began to set up my breakfast on another table. A cup of coffee that was custom roasted, organic, made in a kitchen that was only available to a select few. Along with that came free range fresh eggs, turkey bacon, a freshly peeled orange, a glass of almond milk, and a smoothie that looked like vomit but was packed with dozens of so-called super foods. The crazy thing was that the smoothie tasted better than anything else on the table.

      Go figure.

      “Thank you so much,” I said to the two servers.

      They both looked at me like they had met someone famous.

      “Of course, ma’am,” one man said. “Of course. Please. Enjoy.”

      The two scurried away.

      Andy ended the call and threw the tablet on the bed. She took out her phone and typed something and then threw that on the bed.

      “Good morning, Liv,” she said.

      “Andy,” I said.

      I took a sip of the coffee. It was okay. I couldn’t comprehend the price tag on it.

      “You have your conversation today at the children’s hospital.”

      “I know,” I said. “I was thinking last night about what to say.”

      “No need,” Andy said. “I have David bringing your speech right now.”

      “My speech?”

      “Yeah. You only have a couple minutes so things were decided upon…”

      “My father.”

      Andy shrugged her shoulders. “For the record, I would rather hear your honest words.”

      I nibbled at the bacon. “Here. You eat.”

      “No. That’s your breakfast.”

      “Andy, have you eaten today yet?”

      “No.”

      I pushed at the plate. “Eat.”

      “What about you?”

      I sipped my coffee again and smirked. “I’m the princess, right? I can snap my fingers and get any food I want.”

      “Of course,” Andy said with a smile.

      She shoved a piece of bacon into her mouth. The door opened and in came David, without even a knock. My bedroom had been mine just a few minutes ago. Now it was a working office.

      Andy turned and hid her mouth, her cheeks red.

      I realized then if she got caught eating my food she’d probably get in trouble.

      I jumped up and blocked her from view and put my hand out.

      “Give it here,” I said to David.

      “I wanted to review with Andy… have you practice…”

      “I said give it,” I said in a more stern voice.

      David’s eyes went wide. He released his hold on the leather folder and I took it.

      He lingered before I pointed to the door.

      David grabbed his suit jacket and turned, obviously offended by me.

      Screw him.

      When he shut the door, I followed and then locked it.

      “Thanks for that,” Andy said.

      “Keep eating,” I said without looking back.

      I opened the folder and looked at what I was supposed to say.

      It was a gut wrenching story about my mother and her passing from a rare cancer. I was set to speak at a children’s cancer hospital. My father was building another wing on the hospital. While it had a great purpose and sense of gratitude, it didn’t come without something for him to gain. The land he was dealing in had been sitting on his books for sometime and he needed to sell it off to the city so he would stop losing money on it. So basically he strong armed the city into buying his land so he could build on it. And the money he’d make from the land was more than the donation to the building of the wing. Not to mention he would stall the project for years to keep earning a return on the money made off the land by investing over and over, making more wealth for himself, all the while blaming the city for the delay in construction.

      It was a vicious empire to watch grow, hidden with greed and nasty tricks, all the while trying to convince the public it was for the greater good. And I was the face of it… the princess…

      “What do you think?” Andy asked.

      I shut the folder and frowned. I dropped it to the floor and walked to the bathroom.

      There, in privacy, I looked in the mirror at myself.

      The marble bathroom. The custom lighting. The shower. The tub. The heated floors.

      But it was my reflection that really caught my attention.

      Nothing in what I was set to say was actually true. I had no memory of my mother. I certainly did not stand at her hospital bed and kiss her hand as she was dying.

      I sucked in a shuddering breath, feeling overwhelmed.

      A few minutes later, there was a knock at the door.

      “Liv? You need to get dressed. The car’s out front.”

      “Of course it is,” I whispered. “Everything is on a schedule.”

      “Hey, your phone just went off too,” Andy said. “Looks like Parker is wishing you a good morning…”

      I knew the tone in Andy’s voice.

      I curled my lip.

      Parker was the hand picked guy my father wanted me to marry.

      My father was the king. I was the princess.

      And sometimes I just wanted a way out of it all…
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* * *

       

      I met Abigail on one of my first trips to the hospital. When it was a press trip, it was cluttered and all for show. Things were staged, produced, questions and answers rehearsed, everything done for the camera. The footage was instantly sent back to a room in my father’s building where people would work to find the best cuts, add music, transitions, text, whatever it took to evoke the emotion of those who would get to see the footage.

      Other times I would just go to the hospital for fun. The word fun was probably wrong, but I tried to bring that to those who were sick.

      Something about Abigail stuck with me though.

      She almost reminded me of me. Her bright eyes, a rich amber color, almost with deep hints of red in the right light. The pictures I saw of her she had messy darkish blonde hair, like mine. Although now she didn’t have hair, but that didn’t stop her from wearing amazing hats and being proud of who she was and why she was there and how badly she wanted to tell her story when she got out. I had already made a promise that her story would be heard over and over. The word fighterwasn’t good enough for Abigail or any of the kids in the hospital.

      The last time I was at the hospital Abigail mentioned she wanted to get back to school. She wanted to learn. She was sick of games, toys. She wanted to be normal.

      I smiled as I reached across the leather seat in the limo and touched the bag. I had ordered the biggest and most expensive laptop I could for her. I had it loaded up with everything she would ever need for learning. Any website, paid for. Private tutoring? Paid for in advance for five years. Every art and design program I could find because Abigail loved to draw and was really good at it.

      I also included a tablet and a phone in the bag. Everything paid for, including the service. That also went for her family, too. I wanted them connected, as happy as they could be, and comfortable. Perhaps it wasn’t fair to everyone else in the hospital, but I would forever keep giving, even when cameras weren’t rolling because it wasn’t anyone’s business but my own.

      When we arrived at the back of the hospital, I looked forward to Andy and I grabbed the bag.

      “I need ten minutes,” I said. “No arguing with me.”

      She nodded. “I’ll go with you.”

      We got out of the car to a small group of people. My picture being taken. Some people yelling for me. Some people yelling to me that my father was a loser. A scumbag. The noise was hard to block out but I learned to do so by looking at my feet and counting my steps.

      Inside, I went to the elevators and knew where to go and how to get there. If I moved fast enough I’d beat the cameras and production team. All I wanted was two minutes alone with Abigail to surprise her. Then I’d tour the main floor, visit patients, and finally, give my speech.

      I stepped off the elevator and the hall was clear of cameras.

      I hurried with Andy on my tail, typing away on her phone.

      I made the corner and counted two doors and then went to reach for the door when it opened.

      Out came a man who wasn’t a nurse or a doctor.

      He looked at me like he knew me and nodded.

      Then he walked away.

      The door shut so I knocked on it.

      As I opened the it and poked my head inside, I felt a hand to my arm.

      “Excuse me…”

      I turned and saw a nurse. “Hello. I’m…”

      “You’re Olivia…”

      “I need to visit Abigail in private. Before all the cameras show up. I’m sorry to just barge in. I have something for her.”

      I saw the nurse’s face drop. “Oh. You can’t go in there.”

      “Like hell I can’t,” I said, standing my ground.

      I pushed my way into the room, unafraid of what I’d find.

      What I didn’t expect to find was an room empty. All signs of Abigail were gone. The room super clean smelling, the bed clean and empty. All her drawings stuck to the wall were gone. The shelf next to the window was empty of flowers.

      I turned and put my hand to my mouth.

      The nurse had followed me. “I’m really sorry, Olivia.”

      “When?”

      “A week ago.”

      “No.”

      Andy then came into the room. “Hey, we have…”

      She looked around the room and her eyes went wide.

      “No,” I repeated. I held up the bag. “I brought this for her. She wanted to go to school.”

      “I’m so so sorry,” the nurse said. “Can I get you anything? Let me shut the…”

      A second later there were voices. Noises.

      My eyes filled with tears.

      I heard Andy yell for everyone to back off.

      But it was too late.

      The cameras were in the room with me.

      Snapping pictures. Questions being thrown at me. Cameras rolling with raw footage of me being upset. Standing there holding the gift I wanted to give to Abigail.

      The nurse yelled at everyone to get out. They didn’t listen. Andy yelled. They still didn’t listen.

      So I just started to walk forward.

      Andy cleared a path for me and everyone followed.

      This was my life.

      I was the princess of… whatever.

      An hour later, I gave my fake speech, but the tears were real.

      My father would later call to tell me how amazing I did. But the sinking feeling in my stomach never left for the rest of the day. And I somehow ended up out with Parker at a fancy restaurant, his hand touching my face, lingering with the intention of kissing me and more. Our picture was taken several times, Parker reveled in it, and I had one too many drinks to just blur out the day and night.

      Parker fell asleep long before I did and I crept out of the bed feeling dirty. I went into the kitchen and looked up Abigail on my phone. I cried, hating myself for not knowing more and doing more. I caught my reflection in the window in the kitchen and realized my day was ending the way it started - feeling empty in a world where I was rich.

      I never wanted to be rich though. I wanted to be happy.

      The crazy thing about happiness… you never knew when it was going to crash into your life.
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        A Much Needed Drink
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      I pulled the chain on the buzzing neon sign and to the outside world the garage was closed. But anyone in town knew damn well better than to believe that. If there was a light on, we were working. And you’d be shocked as to how many people would just show up at the strangest hours with the strangest problems. I blamed Gus for that because he fucking lived at the garage.

      I locked the office door and went into the first garage bay to find Rich and Donny with a table set up, having an arm wrestling match. I stepped up next to Hank as he sat cross armed in a chair.

      “You take winner?” I asked.

      Hank looked up at me. He lifted the sleeve on his right arm and flexed even though nothing changed in his appearance.

      “Under all this fat is more muscle than you can imagine, Gavin.”

      “I’m sure,” I said and patted his shoulder. “You getting out of here soon?”

      “Soon,” Hank said.

      “Good talk,” I said.

      Rich and Donny were locked tight in a war together.

      I walked to the table and kicked at one of the legs. It moved just enough to knock their arms out of the way. Rich stole the win and jumped back, celebrating.

      “What the fuck, Gav?” Donny asked.

      “Where are we with everything?” I asked.

      “The van will be done in the morning. The car on the other side? It’s fucked. Leaking coolant into the engine. It’s going to be messy to clean up and get it fixed right.”

      “Shit,” I said.

      “I’m going to play with it tomorrow and find out where it’s leaking. See if I can lessen the damage a little.”

      I nodded. “Okay. When you’re ready, let me know. I’ll make the call.”

      A set of headlights then appeared, shining right into the garage bay.

      I turned and put my hand up to block the lights. I saw the driver’s door open and a figure step out.

      “It’s Harper,” Donny whispered to me. “What the fuck does he want?”

      I glanced at Donny. “Feeling a little guilty, huh?”

      Donny raised an eyebrow.

      Harper walked into the garage in full police uniform. Grabbing the top of his belt like he was some cowboy in a movie walking into a saloon.

      When we were kids Harper was the dork. Big ass glasses, skinny little runt, forever following the rules, forever dreaming of something big. I’m sure we gave him shit for it. And in high school he always had tools on him. He was the most straight laced guy I ever met. But right out of school he went into the military, beefed up, got contact lenses, served two tours, then came back to town to become a police officer. And for that, among other things, Harper was always welcome at the garage.

      I shook his hand and without a word, we hugged each other. An unspoken bond we kept alive.

      “What’s happening?” I asked.

      “Back brake light is out,” Harper said.

      “You could get pulled over for that,” Donny said.

      Harper looked at Donny. “Eat shit, Donny. What are the odds I don’t find empty beer cans in the backseat of your truck?”

      “Probable cause,” Donny said.

      “You think I need probable cause?” Harper asked. “Look at you.”

      Rich then grabbed Donny’s sleeve and tugged. “Come here. Let’s check out the engine block on that car.”

      Harper looked over at Hank. He gave a nod.

      Hank put a hand out and forced Harper to walk to him to shake hands.

      “How’s your mother?” Hank asked.

      “Still not interested,” Harper said.

      “You know, a little extra packaging makes the cold nights a little less cold,” Hank said and he patted his large stomach.

      “If I have to envision my mother with you one more time, I’m going to find something to arrest you on.”

      Hank laughed a deep laugh and started to cough.

      “You closed up?” Harper asked.

      “No,” I lied. “I’ll get the brake light done for you.”

      “She could also use a tire rotation, fluid check, and there’s a pinging sound in the back. Wondering if one of the shocks is starting to go. You don’t mind…”

      “I got you covered, Harper,” I said. “Can I drive it into the bay?”

      “I trust you. Not the other fools.”

      I laughed.

      I had to admit… I had been in the back of police cruisers more times than I cared to admit. But to get behind the wheel, that was something different. Not that I was able to do anything fun. I put the cruiser into drive and crept forward into the garage bay. I shut off the engine and got out.

      “You can pop the trunk,” I said to Harper. “Make sure there’s access to the lights.”

      I let out a whistle for Rich and Donny and put them to work.

      I went to the back and popped open the panel to replace the bulb.

      Harper turned and leaned his ass against the open trunk. He had a cockiness to him that was fucking annoying but that was his personality.

      “How’s Nikki?” he asked.

      “She’s fine.”

      “Ava?”

      “Fine,” I said and turned my head to look at him. “Fine, Harper. Fine.”

      “Okay, okay,” Harper said. He showed his hands. “You know, I tried talking to her a few times and…”

      “She’s hurt and confused,” I said. “I don’t know if that will ever go away. You know that. I know that. So just let it be.”

      “And what are you going to do? Take care of them for the rest of your life? What about you, man? You ever do anything for yourself?”

      I popped in the new bulb and stood up. “I closed the garage almost twenty minutes ago. I could be out on a date but instead I’m helping your ass.”

      Harper grinned. He made a fist and punched my shoulder. “Doing your civic duty. Helping an officer in need.”

      “Right.”

      I started to put the trunk back together.

      Harper turned and leaned forward. “Hey, I’ve been thinking about going bigger than this town.”

      “Transferring?”

      “Thinking about it.”

      “Makes sense. Nothing ever happens here.”

      “Chasing raccoons out of houses at three in the morning isn’t as fun as you’d think. I came back… after everything happened… and I just needed this. The quietness. But now I’m thinking I want more.”

      “Hey, it’s your life, right?”

      “I talked to a few guys about some shit. I have a buddy… I’m not telling you this to make small talk, Gavin.”

      “Then why are you telling me this? You want my advice?”

      “No. I don’t give a shit about your advice.”

      I smiled. “Okay.” I walked to the other side of the car and started to check for whatever noise he had mentioned. But chances were, it was all bullshit to get me alone and talking.

      “I heard a little rumor,” he said.

      “Great.”

      “No, listen.” Harper put a hand to my arm. “Heard that someone is interested in building in town.”

      “Building? Building what?”

      “Not sure. Might be some commercial mall thing. One of those outside walk around places.”

      “Here? Not a chance.”

      “Also heard might be apartments.”

      “Apartments?” I asked. “Get the fuck out of here.”

      “Hey. Little towns like these are making a comeback. People get tired of the hustle of the city. We’re only thirty minutes out, Gavin. This is prime real estate here.”

      “Prime real estate?” I asked. “This shithole of a garage in this shithole of a town?”

      “The land, Gavin. The land.”

      “What the fuck are you trying to tell me?”

      “I heard someone might be snooping around soon, looking to scoop up the land here.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. Chances are if they really want it, they’re going to offer you a ton of cash. Might be a good thing.”

      I shook my head. I didn’t deal in the world of rumors and maybes. I dealt in reality.

      I finished up checking what I could and let Harper put his stuff back in the trunk and then shut it.

      “Why the hell did you tell me that?” I finally asked.

      “Food for thought,” he said. “I can’t imagine this is what you dreamed of in life.”

      “So, what? I sell this place and do what?”

      “Whatever you want,” Harper said. He grabbed my shoulder. “You’ve been living for so many people, Gavin. You have to do something for you once in a while.”

      I opened my mouth to say something.

      “We’re done here,” Donny called out. “Everything is topped off and ready to go.”

      “You’re the best,” Harper called out. “Look at you guys. Living out everything you were meant to be.”

      I saw the look on Donny’s face.

      I saw the look on Harper’s face.

      I never understood why people carried bullshit from high school.

      “What do I owe you?” Harper asked me.

      “Get out of here,” I said.

      “No. What do I owe?”

      “Get in the cruiser and go protect the town,” I said.

      “I’m going to put money somewhere.”

      “Try me.”

      “Gavin.”

      “Harper,” I said. I walked to the driver’s door and opened it. “Get out of here. I’m tired.”

      “Thank you,” Harper said.

      By the time I got Harper the hell out of there, another set of headlights appeared. Behind the wheel was a guy named Tom. He worked just outside of town in a metal factory. Putting in twelve hour shifts six days a week to pay for two kids he rarely saw because his ex moved eight hours south with her new boyfriend. And his mother had been moved into a home because of dementia.

      He needed an oil change and his timing belt was making a hell of a noise.

      There was no saying no to a guy like Tom. Someone who worked to the bone just to make it through the day. He’d get home, warm up some shitty dinner, watch half a TV show, drink a beer, pass out on the couch, and wake up around six to do the same thing again.

      By the time the day actually ended it was close to two hours after I pulled the chain on the neon sign.

      I hung my head and took a deep breath as I smoked the working day’s last cigarette.

      Donny then slapped his hand to my back. “Drinks. We’ve earned it.”

      “Yeah?” I asked.

      “Come on. Me and Rich are going. You should too. First round is on me.”

      “You’re buying me a beer?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s a first.”

      “Hey, whatever is cheapest, I’m buying you one of those.”

      “Thanks, Donny.”

      I looked forward and watched the light traffic on the street go by.

      I thought about what Harper had said. Someone buying the garage? The land? For what? It had to have been bullshit, right? It wouldn’t be the worst thing for a little cash and the whiff of freedom.

      Rich and Donny were already gone.

      Hank waddled his way to his car, grumbling to himself as he started it and drove away.

      I then closed up the last garage bay and thought about going home.

      Then again, a cold beer sounded really fucking good.
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      The local bar had no name. The guy who owned the place was Finn. So we all called it Finn’s. His father owned the place before him. His father was Bart. So they called it Bart’s. And his grandfather opened the place. His name was Conor. Guess what they called the bar then? No, you’re wrong. They called it Anna’s. After Conor’s wife that passed away.

      Useless history in a useless town.

      I sat at the bar at the far end and just watched the place thrive. It was almost like a high school reunion sometimes. Donny and Rich were throwing darts with Mike and Dylan. Those two were baseball players but never good enough to get out of the high school game. They grew up broke and skipped college and learned how to weld. They had their own shop and did pretty well. Of all the women in the bar half had eyes for me and I had eyes for all. Call me whatever comes to mind but I only sought out comfort when it was necessary. And anyone who decided to spend the night with me knew exactly what it meant. I didn’t do relationships. I didn’t do dates, flowers, awkward conversations, hand holding, ice cream for dessert, and lingering for a kiss that could possibly lead to something else.

      Stacey grabbed her glass and walked away from Heather and Dani. She strutted my way and I turned around to face her.

      “The ghost is here,” she said.

      “Boo,” I said.

      “You escaped, huh?”

      “Escaped what?”

      “The garage. The house.”

      “Whatever,” I said.

      “How are you?” she asked.

      She wiggled her way between me and some guy sitting next to me.

      “I’m fine.”

      “How’s Nikki and Ava?”

      “Good.”

      “Liar.”

      “Why’d you ask?”

      “I tried calling her a few times,” Stacey said and frowned. “She never calls me back.”

      “I know,” I said. “It’s hard. With Ava. She doesn’t get out much.”

      “I didn’t call to go drinking,” Stacey said.

      “I know,” I said again. “I’m just trying to justify it. The truth is fucked up.”

      “It is fucked up,” Stacey said. She then looked across the bar.

      The other side is where we used to gather. All of us. We’d be there as a group. Talking. Laughing. Flirting. Just enjoying the simple pieces of life. Shit, on the other side of the bar is where we had the going away party for Luke.

      Stacey put her hand to mine. “Sorry for bringing it up. Tell me about yourself, Gav. What’s happening?”

      I raised an eyebrow at Stacey. “Is this you trying to get into my pants?”

      “Might be,” she said.

      “You know I’m easier than that.”

      Stacey laughed. “But if it’s too easy I feel dirty.”

      “Dirty? You knew what you’d get talking to me.”

      “I had a shitty day today,” Stacey said. “On top of a shitty week, month, even a shitty year.”

      “Join the club, Stace,” I said.

      “So what are we doing here?” she asked. “Talking or…”

      “Well, let me see,” I said. “I can throw darts with the guys.”

      “The guys? You don’t have the guys. You’re their boss.”

      “Don’t remind me,” I said. “So tell me about your bad day.”

      “It wasn’t bad. It was shitty.”

      “There’s a difference?”

      “Big difference.”

      “I’d love to know how that works,” I said.

      “So this is you shutting me down,” Stacey said.

      “I never said that.”

      “Oh, the Gavin I knew would have had me thrown into his truck by now.”

      I grinned. “So I’m a changed man, huh?”

      Stacey looked across the bar and swallowed hard. “I think we’re all changed, Gavin.”

      I slipped an arm around her and pulled her close.

      She was looking for some comfort and I was more than willing to give it.

      But right then the door to the bar opened and in walked two more women.

      Two strangers.

      One I didn’t give a damn about.

      The other looked right at me… with a set of eyes that threatened to destroy my entire life.
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      Whitney was never really considered a friend, but she was forever in my life. Her father and my father were always competing over who had more money and who could make more money. Whitney was spoiled, had a sense of entitlement, and got anything she wanted from the day I met her. Me, I was sort of the opposite, meaning I was forced to be spoiled. Anything I said, I’d get. So I stopped saying things. But Whitney always managed to trick me into saying things and then get them for herself. That would piss my father off and he’d do something bigger for me.

      There were rare times though when Whitney was able to turn off the rich bitch thing and be human. Her mother had a really bad drinking problem that led into a pill problem. Her father did everything to hide it from the public eye. Her father took his company public and the months leading up to it were so scary. He kept Whitney’s mother in the basement like a pet. Feeding her vodka and prescription pain pills, keeping her alive, balanced, and ensuring she wouldn’t do anything stupid to cause an issue for the company. Now, when I say Whitney’s mother was locked in the basement, this basement was a mansion in itself.

      A week after the company went public, Whitney’s mother snuck out of the house to go buy hot dogs. That’s what she wanted. Hot dogs. She drove to the store, stumbled through, drunk and high, getting her picture taken a hundred times over. Then she drove home and crashed her car a block from the massive mansion. She managed to walk her way home, bleeding from her head. She turned on the grill and put hotdogs on it, still in the packaging. Then she got into the pool and passed out. The staff at the mansion found the grill on fire and Whitney’s mother face down in the water.

      She was lucky she survived but not without a messy PR situation that Whitney’s father had to deal with for months. Her father fired and sued everyone that worked at the house. It was a big disaster, even though my father loved it.

      Those were the times when Whitney opened herself to me. Upset about not having a mother in her life, something I could relate to. But then she masked all that by drinking, partying, and being the rich girl wild child because she could do it and get away with it.

      Tonight, she showed up to my apartment with a car and a driver. She knocked and then walked right in. I was on my laptop, looking up stuff that I had no business doing. I had spent a couple hours dealing with my father, trying to find out what my next big project was for his empire. He told me there were pictures of me looking too drunk from the other night with Parker. I bit my tongue, wanting to tell him that being drunk was the logical way to deal with Parker.

      “Hey bitch,” Whitney said as she opened the large stainless steel refrigerator and looked for something to eat or drink. “Ugh. Nothing good. Let’s get someone to cook us a decent meal.”

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “Grumpy?”

      “Tired.”

      “No you’re not. We’ve got plans.”

      “Plans?”

      “I think I’m sick of the city.”

      That got my full attention. “What did you say?”

      “You heard me.”

      Whitney was tall, skinny, the perfect image of a model. Personal trainers, personal chefs, even a few surgeries that nobody was allowed to talk about made Whitney look the way she did. She loved the camera and the camera loved her. I was the princess and she was the bad girl. But she managed to walk the line but never fall over the other side. And even if she put a foot there her daddy was there to pay everyone off and reset the image. I guess her father learned his lesson with Whitney’s mother. (Who, by the way, lived in a private resort somewhere on the west coast. Unable to travel. Unable to do anything but what she was told to do.)

      I walked to Whitney and touched her forehead. “Are you sick?”

      “Nope. Just want something different.”

      “Different?”

      “I’m tired of the rich boys,” she said. “I want a dirty bad boy tonight.”

      She picked out men like people would pick food off a menu.

      “Ew.”

      “Ew yourself,” Whitney said. She crouched and opened a door, finding bottles of booze. She popped up with a bottle of vodka. “Glasses?”

      There was no arguing so I went to a cabinet and got two gold shot glasses.

      Whitney topped off the shot glasses and we had a drink.

      “You need to have some fun,” Whitney said as she poured another round.

      “Whoa,” I said. “I’m not drink-”

      “Yes you are,” Whitney said. She reached for my hands. “I heard what happened. At the hospital.”

      My heart sank. “Oh.”

      “That’s so sad. You know? A little kid? It’s scary.”

      “Yeah. I know.”

      “Oh, shit. Your mother. Fuck. That probably makes it worse, huh?”

      “A little,” I said.

      I was used to Whitney’s airhead, dry, blunt attitude about life. She never had a bad day in her life and if she did she got wasted to make it so it would never stick in her memory.

      “That’s why we’re going out.”

      “Whit…”

      “No,” she said. She slapped the counter. “I know you’ve been working like crazy. I know your father uses your emotions to help sell whatever he’s doing next. He’s a fucking idiot. Like my father. So screw it.”

      I couldn’t argue that. “What do you have in mind?”

      “I also know you got a little twisted up with Parker the other night. With pictures. Are you two dating or something?”

      “No,” I said. “Please. No. I…” I sighed. “I slept with him. I didn’t mean to. It just happened. There is nothing there though. I have no interest in him.”

      “I was hoping you’d say that,” Whitney said with a grin. “Or else you’d have to be a really bad girl tonight.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      Whitney nudged the shot glass at me. “We’re going into town. No cameras. No people following us. Just show up at a little dive bar and enjoy ourselves a little.”

      “That’s your big plan for tonight?”

      “Hell yeah. Let’s get changed and go.”

      “Get changed…”

      “You’re in fancy leggings,” Whitney said. “Dress like a… I don’t know, a poor person or something.”

      I shook my head. Whitney could really be a crude bitch sometimes. Like, it wasn’t even funny. She could be so offensive and the sad part was that she didn’t realize it.

      She threw back her shot of vodka.

      I pushed mine back to her and she threw that one back too.

      Then she snapped her fingers.

      While I wasn’t in the mood for whatever trouble she wanted to get in to, I had to admit… wearing jeans and a hoodie sounded like a great idea. And going to a bar where you could get a drink and not worry about people judging you on how you sipped it… it was almost like heaven to me. Not to mention not sitting home thinking about stuff I couldn’t control in my life.

      So I got changed and got ready.

      Whitney said she’d get changed in the car. Which she did. She also had no shame in her body or willingness to get naked.

      But there was one thing about Whitney…

      Nothing was ever simple – there was always a secret plan behind things.
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      “Dibs,” Whitney whispered to me before the door shut.

      I smelled dust and grease. The bar was packed with everyone talking. The instant vibe I got was like a home type thing. That this was where everyone came to chill after a long day. Which also meant we probably stuck out.

      A few people looked, looked again, and a couple then began to stare.

      “We’re made,” I said.

      Last thing I wanted was people to call me out for being a princess.

      “Did you hear me?”

      “Huh?”

      “I call dibs.”

      “Dibs? On…”

      “Straight ahead. Big shoulders. Bigger arms. Tattoos on one arm. Wicked dark eyes that are already begging to fuck me.”

      I looked forward and felt like someone had sucked the air out of my lungs.

      He was just staring at me.

      Not at Whitney.

      Staring at me.

      A big distance between us, people between us, but our eyes were locked.

      “Oh, never mind,” Whitney said. “He’s locked on you, Liv. Go get that dirty guy.”

      “Stop it,” I said.

      Whitney then just walked forward and nestled her way between two guys. She flipped her hair to one side and began to talk as though she had been there every night for five years. She was so smooth. Not to mention confident in her beauty. And that was only fed into by the way guys looked at her.

      So there I just stood, almost shy, looking around, taking the entire place in. I had grown up with the idea that people who weren’t rich did nothing but work and struggle and hate their lives. But here there were people talking and laughing. Playing pool. Flirting with each other. Guys throwing darts, cheering for each other, teasing each other. It looked really fun. Much better than the nights I was used to. Sitting in a chair a certain way. Letting a waiter put a napkin on my lap. Wearing a dress and lipstick that matched. Sitting next to a window that looked at the city. Sitting across from a dweeb like Parker or business professionals where I’d either have to sell them something for my father’s empire or get information out of them to give to my father so he could destroy them.

      But this was the extreme opposite.

      I glanced across the bar again and saw the rough looking man but he was no longer looking at me. Instead he had his arm around a woman. She leaned in and planted a kiss to his cheek. Call me crazy but for a split second I was jealous.

      She then stood up and walked toward another woman.

      The rough guy stood up too and began his move.

      Right toward me.

      I side stepped a little and looked around. I was so awkward. People were still looking at me. A few of them were on their phones. I just knew they were looking up pictures of me. Trying to make sure that I was who they thought. It was kind of easy to find me. When you’re known as the princess… my name and pictures would pop up in any online search.

      I looked at Whitney and knew she was done for the night.

      Lucky for me, we agreed that if anything happened, someone would take the car and have the driver call for a second one.

      I wasn’t paying attention as I turned to make my move for the door.

      This was a good idea gone quickly bad. I didn’t have Whitney’s social skills. And I was tired. I should have just stayed…

      “Let me get that for you, darling,” a rough voice said.

      I looked up and there he was. Opening the door. A smirk on his face.

      He held the door with one big hand spread open.

      I was forced to squeeze by, my front to his front. My knees a little wobbly.

      But the best part?

      The way he stared… it was like he had no idea who I was.
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      I watched him light up a cigarette and put his foot against the building like he owned the place. The car we came in was around back but I caught myself just standing there. I could have been in the car and on my way back to my apartment by then.

      “I think the term is third wheel,” the rough guy said.

      “Excuse me?”

      “That’s what you are tonight, right? A third wheel.”

      “I don’t follow…”

      He smiled.

      I counted dimples showing against a half dead light at the corner of the bar. I was staring at him in a way I never stared at guys.

      “Your friend is in there doing it up. You’re not. You look half scared to be here.”

      “I’m not scared.”

      “You ran out of the bar.”

      “You held the door.”

      “I didn’t push you out, darling. You were going for the door anyway.”

      I crossed my arms. “Whatever, dude.”

      “Dude? Oh, you must be a city chick, huh?”

      “Chick?”

      “What? You call me dude and I can’t call you chick?”

      He took another drag of his cigarette and then flicked it away.

      I hated myself that this guy looked cool smoking. Especially after what happened to my mother. And what happened at the hospital. I hated that I was falling for whatever Whitney wanted me to fall for.

      “I’m Gavin,” he said. He pushed from the building and stuck his hand out.

      “Olivia,” I said as I gave him my hand.

      “Olivia. I like that. How about a drink?”

      “I don’t know…”

      “You came from the city for what?”

      “A drink,” I said with a smile. And to escape a life you couldn’t imagine, Gavin.

      His name was as sexy as he was. He towered over me. The roughness of him seemed to have a gentler side, but one I’d probably have to earn to see.

      “A drink,” Gavin said. “So why don’t we check on your friend and then get you that drink.”

      My heart spoke before my head could figure out something reasonable.

      “Fine. I’ll take a drink. If you’re buying.”

      The truth was that I could buy the bar and not blink at it. But I wanted someone to buy me a drink because they wanted to and not because they had to to show face for the cameras or for my father.

      Gavin grinned. “You got it, darling.”

      He opened the door to the bar (which strangely had no name) and winked at me.

      I stepped into the bar and stepped into a night that wouldn’t end until morning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Three

        

        Night into Morning

      

    
    
      
        (Gavin)

      

       

      “Who’s your friend here?”

      Rich laughed as he reached for a fresh beer that Dinky poured for him. Dinky worked with Finn to keep the bar afloat. Hell, Dinky literally lived in the bar, upstairs, in a glorified closet that he considered to be an apartment.

      I noticed the way Olivia sat at the bar. All prim and proper. Her back perfectly straight. Her hands on her lap. Her eyes forever searching left to right, as though she was scouting the damn place.

      Rich threw a fist to my shoulder. He spilled beer on himself.

      “Huh?” he asked. “She’s pretty.”

      “Jesus Christ, Rich,” I snapped. “What’s wrong with you?”

      Rich then stumbled and I put my hand out and around the barstool where Olivia sat.

      “Don’t mind him,” I whispered to her.

      Olivia glanced over her shoulder.

      “Hey there,” Rich said.

      “Are you here to pour me a drink?” Olivia asked Rich.

      I laughed. I pointed at Rich. “You know that means you look worse than Dinky does.”

      “What the hell is wrong with me?” Dinky asked. He threw a towel to the bar. He pointed a crooked, yellow stained finger at me. “Your boys bought you round one. I let round two slip for what you did to my truck. And a woman this pretty doesn’t pay for a drink in my bar.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” Olivia cut in.

      “Now, to be fair, darling, Dinky is out of his mind, but he has a point,” I said. “A pretty girl like you isn’t paying for a drink.”

      “I know that,” Olivia said.

      Rich snorted, still standing behind us. He was fucking third wheeling me. Not that I had any intentions of anything, to be honest. I threw an offer out there to a pretty stranger and she took it. Well, goddamn me, huh?

      She was pretty and cocky, trying to keep her guard up.

      “You know that?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Olivia said. She reached across the bar for Dinky’s hand. “Make sure you tack everything on his tab. Okay?”

      Dinky smiled. “Ain’t that the truth… huh, Gav?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said. I reached into my pocket and took out a twenty. I slapped it to the bar. “Here. Keep things moving along now.”

      Dinky plucked the twenty off the bar and winked at Olivia.

      “No tab?” she asked.

      “This guy? Not a chance.”

      “Thanks, Dinky,” I said.

      Olivia raised an eyebrow when she looked at me again.

      “So, where are you from?” Rich asked.

      I threw my left elbow and hit Rich in the gut. He made a dramatic oomph sound and spilled even more beer. Some of it splashed on Olivia’s shoulder.

      “Goddammit, Rich,” I snapped.

      I grabbed for the towel Dinky left on the bar and stood up. I realized just how fucking tall I was over Olivia. More so now because she was sitting. I was like a monster hovering over her. She was in a hoodie, but still, I was sure she didn’t come to the bar to get doused in beer by some drunk moron like Rich.

      I wiped her shoulder. “Sorry about that.”

      “No worry,” she said. Then she smirked. “What are you going to do about it though?”

      I leaned down much closer than I needed to be. “You want me to fight Rich? Defend your honor, darling?”

      Her cheeks blushed. “Maybe I do.”

      “Be careful what you wish for…”

      I tossed the towel to the bar and turned, making a fist. I grabbed Rich by the back of his shirt and wound up for a punch. Rich’s eyes went wide. I grinned. A quick punch to the gut wouldn’t kill the guy, right?

      “No,” a voice said.

      Olivia grabbed my arm. Her tiny hands against my arm. Barely able to get a firm grip as I had my arm flexed, my bicep throbbing thick, hard as a boulder.

      I glanced to my right and she was standing, jaw dropped. “Are you kidding?”

      “What?” I asked. “Never been to a small town bar, huh?”

      She swallowed hard. From across the bar I saw her friend flirting with the same two guys. Mackey and Ace. Two fucking morons who would do anything to get a woman into bed. Their obsession with the whole two-on-one thing made me wonder if they really didn’t have a thing for each other and just used a woman to make it seem not so obvious.

      “Jesus, Gavin,” Olivia said. “I was just joking.”

      “She was just joking,” Rich said.

      I let Rich go. “Fine. But you’re fired.”

      “What?” Rich asked.

      “Fired,” I said. “Find a new job.”

      I shoved him back.

      He stood there, shocked.

      “Gavin…”

      I shook my head. “See you tomorrow. Asshole.”

      I turned and sat down on my barstool.

      Olivia was in shock. I patted her barstool. “Sit down, darling.”

      She slowly sat. “You fired him…?”

      “I own an auto garage around the corner. Rich works for me. The guy he’s shooting darts with? That’s Donny. He works for me too. I have another guy, Hank, but he’s not here tonight.”

      “So you own your own business?”

      “Yeah, if that’s what you want to call it.”

      “I think that’s pretty cool,” Olivia said.

      “Really?” I asked. “All the things you could ask and find cool about me, you think it’s cool I run a piece of shit garage that can barely keep the lights on?”

      “Oh,” Olivia said.

      “Now, tell me about you. And your friend.”

      “Whitney?” Olivia asked. “There’s too much to tell and not enough time.”

      I looked at my wrist. I had no watch on. “I have no place to go, darling.”

      Olivia laughed. “We’re not from around here.”

      “Newsflash,” I said.

      “Thanks,” she said. “This was actually her idea. To find a new place to come to. For fun.”

      I looked across the bar and Whitney was sitting on Mackey’s lap.

      “Hmm… fun. Hope she has a good doctor.”

      “What? Why?”

      I laughed. “I’m kidding. We don’t get many new people in this town.”

      “Newsflash,” Olivia said, wide eyed, teasing me.

      “Cute,” I said. “Real cute.”

      “Is it wrong to want to go out and do something different?”

      “No. Not at all. But sitting here… is that really fun?”

      “You tell me, Gavin.”

      I looked at her. I looked at her friend. I looked around the bar.

      I took a drink of my beer and rubbed my chin.

      What an interesting night this could become…

      “Who’s your friend here?” another voice asked.

      It was Stacey.

      She was a little more wobbly than before.

      Shit.

      “Stacey,” I said. “This is Olivia. Olivia, this is my good friend, Stacey.”

      “Oh, I’m just a good friend now?” Stacey asked with a drunk smile. “I bet if she didn’t show up, I’d be more than that.”

      “Wow,” I said. I looked at Olivia. “Me and Stacey go way back.”

      Stacey slipped an arm around me, jealousy oozing from her.

      I gently nudged her away. “Hey. You okay?”

      “Fine,” Stacey said.

      She wasn’t okay.

      “I’ll tell Nikki to call you, okay? I know things are bad for everyone.”

      “So fucking bad,” Stacey said. Her eyes filled with tears.

      I stood and hugged her.

      I looked at Olivia and mouthed sorry…

      Olivia then rose up. She pointed to the door and mouthed I better go…

      She made one step and I grabbed her hand. Soft, smooth skin. Something about her hand like I had never felt before. Like she hadn’t worked a day in her life or something, you know? Her hands so clean. So perfect. Even her nails, it was like she just got them done ten minutes ago or something. My interest was heightened by Olivia. Something told me that under that hoodie and those old jeans, there was another version of Olivia. Even the jeans… old… but they almost looked like those stupid pairs of jeans that were made to look old… and cost a fortune because of that.

      Just wait a second I mouthed to her.

      She nodded.

      I broke away from Stacey. “Hey, look at me.”

      Stacey sucked in a breath. “What?”

      “It’s going to be okay, Stace. Whatever you’re going through. Just try to keep breathing here, okay? No more drinking tonight. Get some water. Get a soda.”

      “Maybe I should get something to eat.”

      “Not here,” I said. “Jesus, please don’t get food here.”

      Stacey laughed. “I’m not that drunk.”

      “There’s that smile.” I wiped a tear off her cheek. “You’re going to be okay, Stace. I know it’s all hard. It’s all fucked up. Okay? Deep breaths.”

      “Thanks, Gav,” she said. “Sorry for cock blocking you.”

      “Oh, you’re not…”

      I looked at Olivia.

      She was taking a drink from her mug. Watching her small hands grab the mug. From the side, her features were beautiful and even cute. Cute? Why’d that fucking word come to mind? Just the way her hair was tucked behind her ear and fell to her shoulder. The side outline of her face, her nose.

      I shook my head.

      “Get out of here,” I said to Stacey.

      She then turned and touched Olivia’s shoulder. “He’s a good guy. A really good guy. Like the best guy ever.”

      “Okay now,” I said and turned Stacey around.

      I put a hand out for Olivia to take. She looked at my hand and then up at me. She had this sexy cocky look to her. Like I was experiencing the jealous bitchy side of her now. Which was interesting since we met all of an hour ago. But that was fine with me. Sometimes it was better to have a little animosity between people. So nothing was confused and nobody dared to linger longer than wanted or needed.

      “Stacey, huh?” Olivia asked as she stood up, purposely knocking my hand away.

      “Yeah. Old friend.”

      “Friend.”

      “Jealous?”

      “Nope.”

      “Stacey is best friends with Nikki. Or was.”

      “And is Nikki another friend?” Olivia asked.

      “Something like that,” I said. “It’s all complicated.”

      “Of course it is.”

      I reached for her hand and took it. “What the hell are you really doing here?”

      “The truth? I don’t know. But I might as well make the best of it. Plus, you’re a good guy, right?”

      “That’s up for debate. Want to do something fun?”

      “Sure,” Olivia said.

      “Let’s get out of here. Do you need to talk to your friend?”

      “Nope. Do you have anything to drink?”

      “I’m sure I could figure out something.” I looked to Dinky and gave a head nod. He walked to the bar.

      I was fully prepared to pay for an entire bottle of booze, but Olivia did something that surprised me. Really surprised me. She hurried around the bar. She walked to the shelf and grabbed a bottle of vodka. On her toes, her hoodie pulling up, showing a little skin. Damn, leaving my jaw dropped for a second. One second she was holding back, the next second she was stealing booze from the bar.

      “What do you want?” Dinky asked.

      “You know what… here.” I reached into my back pocket and took out some more cash. I gave it to Dinky.

      “What’s this for?”

      “Good faith,” I said with a wink.

      Olivia was next to me again, the bottle hidden under the hoodie. I then placed my hand to her back and pointed to the backdoor.

      “Yeah?” she asked.

      “Trust me, darling. We’ll have some fun.”

      I had no fucking clue where this one night of fun was going to end up.

       

      [image: ]
* * *

       

      I never thought I’d be giving a tour of the garage to a woman. The way Olivia looked at the place I could tell she was well beyond this shithole kind of town and life. And I never thought I would be setting up soda cans at the end of the lot with the intention of fucking shooting at them. But when Olivia spotted the air rifle, she asked to shoot it.

      She held the gun like it was a bazooka.

      “Lean over the hood of the car,” I said. “And take your aim.”

      I had a spotlight turned on for her to see the soda cans.

      It was quickly becoming a strange night for me.

      When she leaned over the car, her hoodie pulled up again. I made fists and gritted my teeth. I felt something going through my body that made me wonder just how strange this night would actually end up getting.

      Olivia had been sipping vodka from the bottle like it was water. Me? I hadn’t touched a drop of anything but water since the bar. No way I was going to put my life or her life in danger. Plus, I could tell something was bothering her and she was just using my little town and my little garage and my attention for her own comfort.

      “I just pull the trigger?” she asked.

      I laughed. “That’s generally how a gun works, darling.”

      She looked back at me and stuck out her tongue.

      Cute.

      “Did you pump it?” I asked.

      “What?”

      I laughed. “Give me the gun.”

      I took the air rifle and showed her how to pump it. I gave a quick lesson on what the term air rifle meant. Or BB gun. Whatever you wanted to call it.

      She took her position and took a shot.

      The gun gave off its pffft sound.

      Not a single can moved.

      “Nice shot,” I said.

      “You do it then.”

      I pumped the gun and stood there. I aimed at the first can and knocked it down with ease.

      “What?” Olivia yelled. “That’s not fair.”

      “No?”

      “Give me that,” she said.

      She was getting louder and feisty.

      She stood with the gun in one hand and then grabbed the vodka bottle with the other hand.

      Every man’s dream…

      “You know, booze and weapons… they don’t mix well, Liv.”

      She froze and looked back at me. “You called me Liv.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “Nobody calls me that… ever.”

      “Sorry,” I said. “Olivia.”

      “No. I like it. I like the way your voice says it.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Right.”

      “Better than calling me a princess.”

      “Why would I call you a princess?”

      Olivia laughed. “You’re cute, Gavin. And sexy.”

      “Okay,” I said. “You going to take that shot or what?”

      Olivia put the vodka bottle on the hood of the car and leaned forward again. The way she spread her legs. Her ass pressing against those wannabe rugged ripped jeans. Little dimples at the small of her back showing.

      Fuck.

      She lined up her shot and took it.

      The gun went off and the ting! of a can echoed too.

      “I did it!” she yelled.

      She turned and pointed the gun at me.

      I jumped at her and grabbed for it. Yeah, it was just an air rifle and wasn’t pumped, but shit, it was still a gun.

      “Fuck. Sorry.” Her eyes went wide.

      I took the gun from her and placed it on the ground. “Nice shot, Olivia.”

      “Call me Liv again,” she said.

      “Liv,” I whispered.

      She smiled.

      We started to inch a little closer.

      Very interesting…

      She then put her hands to my shirt. A warning to ease back a little? Maybe.

      “Hey, why do you have that gun?”

      “Cats. Raccoons.”

      “What?”

      “They get into the garage and cause trouble.”

      “You hurt animals?”

      “I don’t hurt animals,” I said. “I protect what’s mine.”

      “You’re a jerk.”

      I laughed. “A jerk? You called me a jerk?”

      “You shoot innocent animals,” Olivia said.

      “Darling, I don’t kill them. And I usually don’t shoot them. My guys do. And I’m sure they only do it as a warning.”

      “Maybe I should shoot you,” Olivia said.

      I inched closer. “Try me.”

      Olivia smiled and bit her bottom lip. She looked up at me with drunk eyes that had some clear intentions.

      I reached up and touched her chin. “So, who the hell are you for real? You end up in this dive of a town in my dive of a bar and now in my dive of a garage.”

      “Just looking for something different for the night.”

      “Right,” I whispered.

      A second later I pressed my lips to hers. Her hands grabbed at my shirt with force, pulling at me. There was a desperation coming off her that I wasn’t sure I liked or not. But I wasn’t going to pass up kissing a beautiful woman. I grabbed for her ass, taking more than a handful and pulling her tight to my body. Her hands clawed at my shirt, wanting to touch bare skin.

      Her perfectly kept nails scratched against my dirty skin as I pushed her back. With a quick move, I lifted her and put her on the hood of the car. That poor car. I’d have to make sure the engine was really fixed up. Maybe even have the guys clean the inside and out, free of charge. Little did the owner know what their car was being used for that the night.

      Olivia leaned back on her elbows as I kissed her harder, pushing her down. Her left leg hooked around me. I kissed down to her neck, smelling shampoo and perfume that wasn’t anything I ever smelled before. Nobody I had kissed in this town could afford whatever she sprayed on her skin. Her skin was smooth and tasted like honey. I went down and around to the other side. Her hands scratched up my back, trying to dig at me but she couldn’t get through the muscle.

      I pulled back and pulled her off the car, holding her. Her legs around my body. I had her eye level now.

      “One night, huh?” I whispered.

      “Can you take me home?”

      “To the city?”

      “To your house, jerk,” Olivia said, her words a little slurred.

      I felt a little sting of guilt go through me. She was drunk. Not blackout drunk but drunk enough to maybe make a decision she’d regret. I gritted my teeth and growled.

      No matter what, I was going to have a sleepover.
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      I made the last turn to head up the dirt road to get to the house when Olivia put the vodka bottle down and put her hands to the dashboard. It wasn’t my place to tell someone when to start or stop drinking but I was going to give her one more sip and then the vodka bottle was going to disappear.

      Looked like I was a minute too late as she made a sound and then grabbed for the door.

      “Gavin…”

      “Shit,” I said.

      I slammed on the brakes and put the truck into park.

      I hurried to get out and around the truck but it was too late again. Olivia had the door open and was leaning out of my truck. Getting sick.

      I grabbed at the door and just stood there. I couldn’t help but laugh. Served me right for trying to take a woman home. Some woman from the city. Probably passing through town, thinking she’d find some rough and tough dirty guy to fool around with.

      Olivia looked up at me and frowned. “Gavin…”

      “My house is right up the road.”

      “I’m really sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it, darling.”

      I shut the door and then got back into the truck. I drove a little slower. Olivia was curled up against her door, eyes shut, bouncing with the truck as it navigated across the dirt road.

      When I got home, I looked over at Olivia and shook my head.

      I couldn’t believe I’d have to carry her into my house.

      I scooped her up and did just that. She groaned and rocked her head back and forth before settling it to my chest.

      Inside, I carried her to the couch and gently put her down.

      Jesse lifted his aged head and turned it a little.

      “Don’t worry,” I said to the dog. “She’s okay. Thanks for protecting me.”

      Jesse groaned and put his head back down on the arm of the chair.

      I sat on the coffee table as Olivia forced herself to sit up.

      “Hey, hey, hey,” I said. “You’re good here, darling. I am a good guy. Nothing is going to happen to you.”

      Olivia looked right at me. “Why do good people die? I mean… they shouldn’t die. Right?”

      I was taken back for a second. That was a question I had asked myself many nights after one too many drinks. The story of Olivia, the strange, beautiful woman from the city, just took another turn.

      I reached forward and touched her cheek. “I don’t know why. It sucks though.”

      “I’m hot,” she said.

      She grabbed her hoodie and started to wrestle with it. I had to admit, it was kind of funny to watch. She managed to get the hoodie up, but she also had her shirt with her. Before I could react, her shirt pulled up over her bra. A perfectly black bra with flower laced trim at the top, a see through pattern halfway down that showed more than Olivia probably intended. My hands instantly began to tingle, knowing damn well she was the perfect handful for me.

      I swallowed hard and sucked in a breath as I reached forward and grabbed her shirt.

      “Hey, darling, slow for a second,” I said. “You’re stripping yourself.”

      I held her shirt as she peeled her hoodie off her head.

      Her hair was messy and static like.

      “I should have done more for her,” Olivia said.

      Her eyes were heavy as her head went back.

      I gently took her into my hands and guided her down to the couch. I grabbed the blanket from the back and pulled it over her body.

      “I’m sure you did all you could,” I whispered.

      I moved and Olivia grabbed for my hand. “Thank you, Gavin. You are a good guy.”

      “If you say so,” I whispered.

      I then got a bucket and a washcloth for her, in case she got sick again.

      I put a blanket on the floor and snapped my fingers at Jesse, making him sleep on the floor. He wasn’t happy, but whatever, I sure as hell wasn’t sleeping on the floor.

      I got into the chair and looked over at Olivia.

      She was out cold.

      Then I started to laugh.

      I put my head back and shut my eyes.

      Why do good people die?

      The question echoed in my head.

      And the only way I could get myself to sleep was to answer it the only way I knew how. With the hard truth.

      Because sometimes… they just fucking do.
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      I felt a tongue slide across my face. I shook my head. Before I could open my eyes the entire night played out in my head. I felt the tongue again. Gavin was licking me. He was making a move on me. Trying to touch me while I was sleeping.

      I grabbed for the blanket and pulled it over my head and turned away.

      Then I felt Gavin rip the blanket off me.

      Then he barked and my eyes popped open.

      Wait… barked?

      I turned my head and saw a dog staring at me. He had a paw up on the couch. His mouth open, breathing, tongue dangling from its mouth. His breath smelled better than mine tasted.

      I froze for a few seconds, trying to put everything together.

      “Jesse, get away from her.”

      The dog let out a little yip and then slowly walked away, his hips bouncing against the coffee table and then the chair. He circled and plopped down.

      Gavin then appeared holding a cup of coffee. He put it on the coffee table.

      “Morning, sunshine,” he said. “Coffee. Black. Drink it. It’ll do you good.”

      “Gavin…”

      Whitney.

      “Shit,” I said. I sat up and grabbed for my phone.

      I frowned when I realized she hadn’t texted or called me. Not even to check on me. Not once. I just disappeared into the night and she didn’t care.

      I sent her a quick text letting her know that I was safe and would be heading home soon. Then I sent a text to a number that would have a car show up for me as soon as possible.

      I then looked around at my surroundings.

      It was an old house with all wood trim, old hardwood floors, a large fireplace that looked in need of a cleaning. It had a distinct smell to it too. Not dirty but not clean either.

      Gavin sat in a chair next to the couch holding another coffee cup in his hands. “You okay? You need some medicine or something?”

      “No,” I said. “I, uh, I texted for a ride. I’ll be out of your hair in a few.”

      “Right,” Gavin said. He sat back and raised an eyebrow.

      I remembered him being sexy but, damn, he looked even sexier with sleep on his face and his hair messy. There was a cocky look to his face like he knew something I didn’t.

      “Oh, no,” I whispered. “Did we…”

      He laughed. “No. You threw up and then fell asleep.”

      Gavin stood and walked away.

      I quickly jumped to my feet and the room spun. I put my hands out and caught my balance. I grabbed for the coffee and took a few sips. It was good. It helped.

      My mind replayed the images. Drinking. Flirting. Shooting an air rifle. Kissing Gavin. Oh, damn, so much kissing… I licked my lips, daring myself to taste him again, but he wasn’t there. Just a nasty taste. Because I threw up. I came home with Gavin for a reason… and threw up instead.

      Damn.

      I walked through the living room, taking in the rustic, country kind of setting.

      I paused at the dining room and saw through the large bay window that he had nothing but land outside. Not a house in sight. No buildings. No city. Nothing.

      My jaw hit the floor.

      To my right was the kitchen, a huge kitchen. With an island in the middle. Pans hanging from the ceiling over the island.

      Gavin stood at the stove, cooking breakfast. He looked over his shoulder, smiling. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “This house is really nice, Gavin.”

      “Yeah? Kind of beat up, right?”

      “But it’s… so different than what I’m used to.”

      “And what are you used to?”

      I stared at him. He really had no idea who I was.

      “I’m from the city. So it’s buildings. Apartments. Updated stuff.”

      “Updated,” Gavin said.

      “Not in a mean way.”

      “Of course not. Do you like your bacon cooked or burnt?”

      “No, Gavin. No way. I couldn’t…”

      “I’m already cooking it,” he said.

      I walked into the kitchen and leaned against the wall. “Whatever happened last night, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to burden you. Or your night. Or take up your time. It’s just that…”

      “Olivia, I’m not asking questions, okay? I’m cooking breakfast for whoever wants some. Then I have to get ready and head to the garage.”

      “Right,” I said.

      “Do you have a job to go to?”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      I bit my lip when Gavin faced the stove again. I looked around the kitchen. Everything old, but in a good way, I swear. It was comforting. Like a real home. Mail on the counter. A hat on top of that. Keys on the counter. The coffeemaker near the edge of the counter with grounds on the counter. The coffee can had a big spoon on top. The coffee was cheap, some store brand stuff.

      It was perfect.

      The refrigerator had one door. No ice maker even. Nothing fancy. No built-in wine fridge either. The cabinets were brown, worn, greasy looking. Some of the handles were crooked.

      “Gavin…”

      “Yeah?” he looked back again.

      “Thank you for not being a jerk last night.”

      “Correction,” he said. “You called me a jerk a couple times.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I know what you mean,” he said.

      He then put a whole bunch of bacon on a plate. Not fancy, organic turkey bacon. But real bacon. Dripping with yummy grease. And he plopped it right on a plate with paper towel on it. Then he scraped scrambled eggs into a bowl. Not special eggs with minced up kale or fancy tomatoes or expensive cheeses in it. Just scrambled eggs.

      He had no idea how weird this was for me.

      He carried the plate of bacon and bowl of eggs to the table.

      “I should wait for my ride.”

      “Sure,” he said. “Whatever you need to do.”

      “Are you…”

      Gavin grabbed a stack of plates and put them to the table next.

      “If there’s something you need to get off your chest, go for it,” he said. “If not, I have some vodka you could drink.”

      My stomach did a flip. “What did I say…”

      Gavin smiled. “Grab a plate before they’re all gone.”

      “All gone?” I asked.

      That’s when the doorbell rang.

      I gasped and my eyes went wide.

      Gavin walked by me and I scrambled to the couch. I grabbed my hoodie and hurried to put it on. I tried to fix my hair.

      Who the hell was here? What was happening?

      Gavin opened the door and a little girl came charging in.

      He has a kid… holy shit…

      “Uncle Gavin!” she cried out.

      No. He has a niece.

      A woman then stepped through the doorway. “Are you sure?”

      “I’ll get her where she has to go, Nikki.”

      Nikki… that name was familiar.

      Nikki looked right at me.

      I gave a weak wave. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” Nikki said.

      “Oh, right,” Gavin said. “Nikki, this is Olivia. Olivia, this is Nikki.”

      “What about me?” the little girl asked.

      “Of course,” Gavin said. “This is Ava. My girl. Right?”

      “Are you Uncle Gavin’s girlfriend?” Ava asked without hesitation.

      I opened my mouth.

      “Ava,” Nikki said. “Don’t ask those questions.” Nikki looked at me again. “So, are you Gavin’s girlfriend?”

      I looked at Gavin.

      “Olivia is from out of town,” Gavin said. “She got stranded by a friend and stayed here. On the couch. I slept in the chair…”

      He slept in the chair? To be near me? In case I got sick again?

      My heart swooned a little.

      “Any other questions, mom?” Gavin asked Nikki.

      “Oh, there’s plenty,” Nikki said. “But I’m going to be late. Her lunch is packed. Do not let her con you into anything else.”

      “At least grab some food,” Gavin said. “Please?”

      “Fine,” Nikki said.

      She walked through the house.

      Gavin put Ava down. “Why don’t you get a plate and eat?”

      Ava charged into the dining room.

      I stood there, not sure if I should be mad, embarrassed, or just grab a plate and play it cool. Gavin nodded to the front door and I nodded too.

      On the porch, he slipped his hands into the pockets of his dirty jeans. “My niece and sister-in-law. She works at the local diner. Owner is a real jackass. So I help with Ava when I can. If I knew I was having company…”

      “No,” I said. “It’s not your fault. It’s my fault. I got carried away last night.”

      “A little bit.”

      I hung my head. “Sorry. I don’t get out that much. Like this, at least.”

      Gavin touched my chin. “Hey. Who gives a shit?”

      “Your sister-in-law probably thinks I’m some slut, huh?”

      “Doubt it,” Gavin said. “She’s probably more relieved that a woman was here. It’s been… whatever.”

      My phone vibrated. I checked and read a text as I heard tires crunching on rocks. A black car pulled up the driveway.

      Gavin looked at me with a raised eyebrow. “Private car, huh?”

      “I wasn’t going to drink and drive from the city,” I said. “I’m responsible.”

      “And to think I was going to offer you some money for a ride. Looks like you have that covered.”

      There was an awkward silence between us that lingered longer than needed.

      “I guess I should get going,” I said.

      “Yeah, it seems that way, huh?”

      I stepped toward the steps. Then I paused. I looked back. “Thank you again. I mean, for just putting up with me. Whatever I said. Whatever I implied I was going to do. I didn’t mean to ruin your night.”

      “Nobody said you ruined my night, darling,” Gavin said. He crossed his arms and leaned against the closed door.

      I saw the way his arms filled out his shirt. His chest and shoulders to match. The tattoos on his one arm. The rippling muscles of his forearms.

      Some princesses wanted a white knight with a nice smile to show up and save her.

      But me?

      If this guy was bad… dirty… whatever… I wanted it and him.
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      “Your father is waiting for you,” I heard a voice say, after I screamed, of course.

      I stepped out of the bathroom expecting to be alone.

      But there was Andy, looking nervous. And Whitney was behind her, wearing a giant pair of black sunglasses.

      She lifted a glass full of green stuff. “Cheers. This better make the hammering stop in my head.”

      “What the hell is happening right now?” I asked.

      “I got here and found Whitney at your door,” Andy said.

      “I knocked and you didn’t answer. Bitch.”

      “You’re drunk,” I said.

      “Party all night and day,” Whitney said. “Woooo…”

      She groaned and shuffled away.

      “Rough night?” Andy asked.

      “I’m fine,” I said.

      I threw up last night. So I feel great right now. I’m good to go.

      “Good,” Andy said. “Your father needs to talk to you. Right now.”

      “Right now?” I asked.

      “You know how he is. He already threatened my job twice because you weren’t there yet.”

      “You’re not fired, Andy.”

      “I know,” Andy said with a grin. “But it is scary to hear Sterling’s voice booming.”

      Sterling.

      I always cringed when someone said my father’s name.

      “I’m wearing a towel,” I said. “Should I show up like this?”

      “It might save my job,” Andy said.

      “Why don’t you get Whitney in the guest bed? I don’t want her stumbling around in public. As much as my father would like that, I don’t need her hurting herself or someone else.”

      “Agreed,” Andy said. “She took your green smoothie.”

      “Oh… no…” I smiled and winked.

      “Don’t worry,” Andy said, “I had them make you another one.”

      “And that’s why you can never get fired.”

      I went into my room and grabbed my phone and called my father. Amazing what technology did, right? There was a time when I was a kid and couldn’t talk to my father when I wanted to. But as technology swept through the world, he could be across the world and with the touch of a button I could see him and talk to him. Not that that ever happened though, unless it had a purpose with his business. Still, amazing how he could stir up people and their emotions when I was just a call away.

      My father answered his cell on the second ring. “Where are you?”

      “Good morning.”

      “To hell with the morning. London is already past lunch. Melbourne is already…”

      “I just took a shower,” I said. “Why are you threatening Andy’s job?”

      “She’s fired.”

      “She’s not fired.”

      “Okay. You’re right. I have quite a few meetings today, Olivia. And I’ve blocked out time to speak with you face to face. I’m actually quite calm right now.”

      “This is calm?”

      “If I was angry… Andy would have already been escorted away. And I would have been sitting in a chair in your room waiting for you. I think we both know that. You have thirty minutes to get here, Olivia.”

      The call went dead.

      “Love you too,” I whispered.

      I thought about the night before as I got dressed.

      How stupid could I have been? I stole a bottle of vodka from a bar. I shot a gun. I made out with a stranger. A sexy stranger. But then I took it too far. It was a dumb move. Gavin could have done so much… but he didn’t. Hell, he could have just taken the cash I had with me. But he didn’t. He didn’t spy, snoop, nothing.

      He was - dare I admit - a perfect gentleman. Even with his rough edges, rough look, and dirty looking clothes. But that was all part of the sexy guy in a small town kind of thing. So opposite to everyone in the city and in my life, all wearing fancy suits, looking almost the same, almost robotic.

      I stood at my window, thinking way too much about a night that didn’t really matter.

      Except I had said something to him about death. And I vaguely remembered him agreeing. And the woman at the bar, Stacey, she was crying. And then his sister-in-law, Nikki. His niece, Ava. Where was his brother then?

      “Hey. I don’t want to be a pain in your ass…”

      Andy was in my room now.

      “But you are being one,” I said without looking back.

      “Your father called me again.”

      “Right,” I said. I turned and took a deep breath. I put my bitch face on and walked out of the bedroom.

      I kept walking and didn’t stop until I got to the car waiting outside. There I stood, raised an eyebrow, and waited for the driver to open the door for me.

      I then had the image of Gavin opening the car door for me. On a date. Somewhere far away from the city.

      I swallowed hard.

      No, Liv, no…

      I told myself I’d never see Gavin again.

      But little did I know what my father really wanted to see me for.
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* * *

       

      I walked the hall and people stared at me. I kept a stoic face and didn’t look at anyone. The sounds of my heels clicking on the floor were matched with those with me. Andy on my right. Three of my father’s employees behind me, each with a phone, a tablet, their fingers forever scrolling and typing. Behind them were two men dressed in suits, black sunglasses on, ear pieces in. They were built like buildings themselves, part of a seven figure a year security detail that my father paid for and shared with me.

      Not that my life had ever been threatened, but it was for the image. If people saw us with bodyguards then that gave the impression that we were important enough to need protection.

      My father built the entire office building with lots of glass. He did not want anyone to have privacy. He wanted everyone to be responsible for one another. He loved gossip, politics, and the cutthroat world of business. He would pour gasoline throughout the day and then light the match at the end of the day to see who would leave and let it burn or who would jump into the flames for him. And if someone got out of line, they were thrown out. Literally picked up and thrown out. And before anyone could even consider a lawsuit, my father would personally stand outside with his personal checkbook and write a number that would keep the person quiet. Never enough to be considered rich, but enough to never forget who the hell Sterling was.

      Total ugh.

      It was my life. And he treated me the same way.

      One time when I was sixteen I took a car for a ride. Because I wanted to experience that sense of freedom. One of the workers at the house told my father. I was followed by security. I came back home and my father waited for me at the kitchen table. He berated me for over an hour, cutting me down to the point where tears were flowing without me realizing it. Then he spread almost six figures in cash on the table and told me to go buy my own car.

      Everything made of glass in the building, except my father’s private office and private conference rooms.

      He was waiting in Conference Room 3, his favorite room.

      I opened the door and he sat there with his glass of scotch and his shoes up on the table.

      “Alone,” he said.

      Andy backed off.

      I shut the door.

      “You’re late.”

      “Didn’t know I had a certain time to be here,” I said.

      He swung his feet off the table and stood up. He pointed at me. “You know, sometimes I worry about you, Olivia. I mean, you’ve got the image down. You’re perfect at what you do. The princess. The hero. You balance out my dark side. Other times I wish you were more like Whitney. She’s dirty. Ruthless. Will do anything to get what she wants. But this time your subtle moves worked.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You think you and Whitney going into that shithole of a town was by accident?”

      “I don’t follow…”

      My father grabbed a leather folder and opened it. He spun it around and slid it toward me. “Redeveloping shithole towns. That’s where a new opportunity is happening, Olivia. Taking those rundown places, knocking them down, and rebuilding. Push the overflow from the city into the towns. People think they’re living the quaint, country life. We get to charge whatever the fuck we want for housing, food, whatever.”

      I stared at an expansive plan, complete with computer generated drawings of a town.

      I swallowed hard. “This…”

      “And you, you got cozy with the exact person I needed you to do so with,” my father said. He put his fists to the table. He leaned forward. “Whitney got drunk and fell to the wayside. But you were right there in the heart of it.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “Oh, I am. And if I don’t act, and soon, then Whitney’s father will be the one scooping this town up. I will not let that happen.”

      Gavin. This is about Gavin.

      “I want to start with the appearance of respect,” my father said. “There’s an auto garage that needs to go. That piece of land is big enough and disgusting enough to show good faith. We start there. Buy it. Level it. Build something to show the town we aren’t the enemy. Then we slowly work through, push the middle class wannabes out of there and bring in the real people.”

      I shut the folder and pushed it back. “Not a chance.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Not a chance. Whatever you think. No. No way.”

      My father laughed. “What happened last night?”

      “Nothing,” I said.

      “Let me explain something to you. The truth that nobody wants to hear.” My father slipped his hands into his pockets and walked around the conference table. “These people are dying. These people can’t afford to take a piss. I didn’t cause that. I didn’t choose their life. But I can help. Rebuilding the town gives jobs, purpose, gives something for them to do. And if you kept your ears open last night I’m sure you spotted exactly what I’m saying. Everyone struggling to even eat. How was the vibe? Depressing? Sad? Lonely?”

      “Not lonely,” I said.

      My heart felt heavy thinking about the town and the people.

      “Yeah, sure,” my father said. He leaned against the table and crossed his arms. “I’m willing to pay more than what everything is worth. I’m not undercutting anyone, Olivia. So the people that own those buildings will get three times what they’re worth. They can cash out and find a new life. Those trapped in that town? They’ll have a new town. Instead of scrambling to get a paycheck, there will be opportunity. Shopping centers that need workers, maintenance, security. Same for condos, townhouses, maybe even a golf course that needs experienced groundskeepers. It’s called rejuvenation, Olivia. Okay?”

      “But everything will become more expensive,” I said. “You just said so yourself. So you give these people a job and it costs more to survive.”

      “Then they can get a second job,” my father said. “Or maybe it’ll inspire them to go back to college and get that degree they’ve always dreamed of.”

      My father grinned that greedy asshole grin and showed me a fist. He was like a politician on TV, knowing his words were smooth and would win anyone over.

      But not me.

      “I refuse to be part of this,” I said. “After what you did to me with the children’s hospital…”

      “Olivia, you’re already part of it. You were there. You know what it’s like.”

      “No,” I said. “I’m one of the few who can say that word to you. No.”

      I turned and walked to the door. I grabbed the handle.

      “It’s a shame about Abigail,” my father said.

      My heart sank.

      I froze.

      “I paid for all the final expenses. And there’s a big memorial for her coming up with your name everywhere, Olivia. I would hate for that to get canceled because you spent the night drinking with a stranger and needed to go into rehab.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Oh,” my father said, snapping his fingers. “I almost forgot. If you don’t give me exactly what I want, then someone else will. So you get to decide the fate of so many here, Olivia. Since you’re so caring. Since you wear your heart on the outside. Since your the beautiful princess, right? You can either walk away and let that town fall to pieces or be the one to guide them to a new life.”

      I took a shuddering breath.

      I was used to my father pulling nasty stunts.

      But this seemed… evil.

      And the way he smiled was just that. Evil.

      I left the conference room and felt dirty. I felt wrong.

      I was angry at myself for letting Whitney pull a fast one on me. I was angry at myself for letting something happen with Gavin. It was only one night but it lingered on me.

      I hated that.

      But now… I had to find a way to warn Gavin without him slamming the door on me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Five

        

        Who am I?

      

    
    
      
        (Gavin)

      

       

      I stared at the cellphone, half expecting it to ring. I looked to the door. I thought about the day two men showed up. The door behind me opened first with a white faced Rich standing there. Grease on his face like war paint but tears already in his eyes. The way his voice crackled when he said They’re here… this can’t be right, Gav…

      I shut my eyes and rubbed my jaw.

      I leaned back in the chair. It groaned in protest and I knew it was only a matter of time before the chair gave way.

      The main office door opened and in came Stacey.

      “Well, well, well,” I said. “Look what the cat dragged in.”

      “Shut up,” she said. She threw her keys at me and I caught them. I then turned my head and smacked the door open to the garage. I stuck my fingers in my mouth and whistled. Donny poked his head up from the hood of a truck and then walked to me.

      “Stacey’s car,” I said. “Take good care of it.”

      Donny looked at Stacey. “What’s wrong?”

      “Inspection time,” she said. “I think I need brakes. They squeak a lot.”

      “We’ll take care of it,” Donny said.

      I stood up and shut the door. “You need a ride anywhere?”

      “Mind taking me back home?”

      “Sure thing,” I said.

      We got into my truck and Stacey waited no more than five seconds to dig into me.

      “Did I fuck you over the other night? With that woman? If I did, I didn’t mean to. I had a really…”

      “It’s fine,” I said. “Nothing happened anyway. She was having a rough night too.”

      “Oh?”

      “I don’t know, Stacey. She got way too drunk for her own good. She was lucky she was with me and not some jackass.”

      “The man of honor,” Stacey said.

      “Right.”

      “So… did you hear from her again?”

      I glanced at Stacey. “City girl comes to the little town for a fun night. She’s not coming back.”

      “Your poor, broken heart.”

      “I don’t know how I’ll sleep without her.”

      Stacey snorted and laughed.

      “Want to tell me why you had a bad night?”

      “Not really.”

      I drove in silence. I was able to make silence very uncomfortable. But it was Stacey who was making things extremely uncomfortable.

      I purposely missed a turn. I took a left when I should have taken a right.

      See, the thing with Stacey was that we could be in silence but I could still get to her. She grew up with all of us. Not quite in the mix of things like Nikki was, but she was close. Hell, she and Nikki were at one time the best of friends. Then in typical high school fashion, a boy caused a little rift. That rift never was healed and they finally just broke apart for good. Which was terrible because they both needed each other.

      I didn’t realize how much they needed each other until Stacey finally succumbed to my silence. She started to unbutton her shirt and I didn’t quite know what she was doing. For a second I thought she mistook my purposely driving in the wrong direction as an opening to sleep together. Trust me, it had happened before.

      I watched as she opened every button and then slid the material down her left shoulder. I opened my mouth to make sure this wasn’t an opening for sex but I saw the bruise on her arm. In fact, there were several of them. Lined up perfectly… like it was a hand…

      I threw the wheel to the right and pulled over.

      “What the hell is that?” I asked.

      “Lyle is back in town,” Stacey admitted.

      “Jesus Christ.”

      “Gavin…”

      “No. When?”

      “Two weeks ago.”

      “Two fucking weeks ago?”

      “He got let go from the construction company. He called me and asked if he could stop by and talk. He showed up and said he was going through some changes. Showed me some stuff about his recovery. It was legit, Gav. I swear.”

      I gritted my teeth.

      Lyle was the fuckhead that brought drugs into everyone’s lives. Getting together, sitting in the back of a pickup truck, and getting high was one thing. But when Lyle started showing up with pills, powders, and needles, things took a dark turn. And when Stacey needed comfort, he was the one to give it to her. In the wrong fucking way. And I blamed myself for not saving her from that world.

      She married the asshole on a weekend bender and he started to toss her around the house. She kicked him out and let him back in like he was a stray cat looking for some food. Until six months ago when he had a gun on the kitchen table. Lucky for Stacey he was passed out when she got home. We called the cops and Lyle swore he was just cleaning the gun. That prompted Stacey to wake the hell up and get him out of her life for good.

      “What about the divorce?” I asked.

      “That’s been done for months,” she said.

      “But he’s back now.”

      “I let him back. Again.” She shook her head. “I’m an idiot, Gav.”

      “You’re not an idiot,” I said. I looked out the windshield of the truck.

      What the fuck, Luke? You’re supposed to be here with me for this crazy shit. We were together, bro. Shoulder to shoulder. What the fuck…

      “When did it happen?”

      “Night before that night at the bar,” Stacey said. “He got drunk. Got high. Big shocker. I called him out. He grabbed me and just…” Stacey swallowed back tears. “Fucking construction job put some serious muscle on him. He’s so strong now. He’s not this weak little dude getting high.”

      “Fuck,” I said. “Stacey, do you want him there?”

      “No.”

      That’s all I needed to hear.

      I put the truck into drive.

      Stacey fixed her shirt.

      She didn’t speak a word.

      She knew better than to try and stop me from what I had to do next.
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* * *

       

      I pulled into the driveway of the house. Stacey had worked hard to clean the place up. Landscaped it. Cut the grass. She took pride in her house. Which was good. She grew up one wall short of homeless so I knew what it meant to her to have this place. She fought and clawed to keep the house and did.

      But now her comfort was compromised.

      I opened the door and Stacey grabbed my wrist. “Gav…”

      “No,” I said.

      I walked around the front of my truck and went to the front door. It was sickening that I had to knock on the fucking door. To a house that didn’t belong locked by someone other than Stacey.

      When the door opened, there stood Lyle in a flannel. Unbuttoned, no shirt under it, his beer gut sticking out. He was holding a can of cheap beer.

      Stacey was right, he did put on some size. But that meant nothing to me.

      “Holy shit,” he said. “Gavin. What the fuck is happening, brother? Jesus, man, it’s been a long time, huh? Hey, look, I don’t know where Stacey is… no, wait. She was going to look for you…”

      “Come here for a second,” I said.

      I backed up.

      Lyle was dumb enough to step out of the house. I backed up enough so he would see my truck. And would see Stacey sitting in the passenger seat.

      “Fucking cunt,” Lyle muttered.

      I grabbed him by the shirt and threw him over the railing of the porch. He went down, face first into a bush. He rolled and kicked, getting to his feet. I grabbed the railing and jumped over. There was this pounding feeling in my chest I couldn’t control. So much more ache than just what Lyle did to Stacey.

      “I dare you to hit me,” Lyle said.

      Challenge fucking accepted.

      I threw a right and clocked him in his jaw. He spun and stumbled, grabbing at his face.

      “She can’t keep her mouth shut!” Lyle yelled.

      I ran at him. He threw an elbow and got me in the stomach. He turned and punched me in the same spot, knocking the wind out of me. I still managed to throw another punch, hitting him in the shoulder. A weak fucking punch.

      Lyle stood and faced me. “You protecting the pussy, huh? Kept that warm for me? Don’t think I don’t know you were fucking her when she was still my wife.”

      “Finishing the job you couldn’t even start,” I said.

      “Yeah. Right. Hey, how’s your brother doing?”

      That was the line. The. Line.

      I heard the door to my truck open. I heard Stacey scream my name. Then she screamed Lyle, what the hell did you say that for? but it was too late for Lyle.

      I went after him.

      Fists flying like I had only seconds to live. He punched me back but I didn’t feel it. Blood seeping from my lip and nose but that was nothing compared to his face. I finally got him to the ground and I didn’t stop there. My left hand holding just below his throat and my right hand unleashing.

      I didn’t stop until I felt a hot stinging pain across my face.

      I turned my head and saw Stacey standing there, holding her hand.

      She slapped me.

      I looked down at Lyle.

      He was a mess.

      I regained a sense of reality and then stood up. I shook my hands and wiped my face.

      “Fucking asshole,” I said. I took money out of my pocket and threw it at Lyle. “Get the fuck out of here. And if you step one foot in this town again I’m going to do worse.”

      I looked at Stacey.

      “Gavin…”

      I took a breath. My teeth gritted hard together. “I’ll call someone to come here. Make sure he gets out of here. Then we’ll call you when your car is ready.”

      I walked away.

      I got into the truck and was still fired up. My right hand was bleeding and swollen. My face looked the same.

      Sometimes I wished the entire town would just burn. The sins of the past would forever haunt.

      That’s when my phone buzzed with a text message.

      From a number I didn’t know.

      Guess who? For the record - I should have stayed for bacon and eggs

      I read the message three times and then laughed.

      How could a stranger be the only person to make me smile?
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* * *

       

      I held the beat up tennis ball in my hand and threw it. I used to throw it all the way down to the edge of the driveway, even to the road. Jesse would take off running, not even looking for the ball, being smart enough to know how far I’d throw it. He’d then stop, turn, and look up for the ball. He perfected the move and would then launch up into the air and catch the ball.

      Now… the tennis ball rolled about ten feet in the grass.

      Jesse looked at the ball. Then he looked back at me.

      “Humor me,” I said.

      I took the last drag of a refreshing smoke and then tossed it into the pan of a fire pit I had near the side of the house. I had a much bigger fire pit out back, custom built with stone and shit. Did it myself last year. Had a fire in it twice.

      Jesse looked at me again.

      Damn, I wished he could talk. Just for a day. Just to hear what he had to say. I never met a dog whose eyes had so much human personality.

      “Come on,” I said. “Look at me.” I pointed to my face. “I had a rough day here.”

      I swore Jesse sighed. Then he trotted over to the tennis ball and picked it up. He walked it to me and dropped it at my feet. He plopped down and put his large head on my foot and let out a groan.

      “Good boy,” I whispered. “Good boy.”

      I heard the sound of the car on the dirt road before I saw it.

      It intrigued me that not only was Olivia actually at my house again, but she arrived in another black car. Windows tinted. A private car. Not some cab or a friend driving her. Hell, not even driving herself even.

      After what went down with Stacey and Lyle, a distraction was much needed.

      And that distraction waited for the driver of the car to open the back door. She got out, grabbed a bag, then walked from the car to my yard.

      Jesse popped back up on all fours and watched the entire thing unfold, head cocked to the side.

      “Some guard dog you are,” I said. “You could at least pretend to bark.”

      Jess then sat. Tail wagging.

      Olivia approached and I raised an eyebrow and pointed to the bag. “That for your vodka?”

      “Funny.”

      “Or maybe a change of clothes for the next time you get sick.”

      “I’m not going to live that dow-” Olivia froze. “Your face. What happened to your face?”

      “Fits me, right?”

      Olivia dropped the bag. She ran toward me and grabbed my arm. “Seriously. What happened?”

      “Nothing. Misunderstanding.”

      “With who?”

      “An old friend.”

      “An old friend? You got punched…”

      “You’re missing the important question, Olivia.”

      “What’s that?” she asked.

      “You didn’t ask me what the other guy looked like.”

      I smirked.

      She was really surprised.

      Again, she intrigued me.

      “Just who…”

      I saw Jesse step forward toward Olivia’s bag.

      “Uh, you might want to move that bag,” I said. “Jesse looks ready to hose it down.”

      “He… what…”

      Olivia turned her head and yelled. Jesse looked back and lifted his right leg.

      Olivia got the bag just in time. She clutched it to her chest. I had no idea the design and logo of the bag but it looked expensive.

      “What do you do for a living?” I asked.

      “What?”

      “You heard me. You know what I do. It’s time you tell me something about yourself. I mean, you show up here twice now…”

      Olivia didn’t respond.

      She was hiding something.

      I nodded. “So here’s what we do now, Olivia. Two choices. One, you tell me what you were talking about when you were drunk. You asked me about people dying. You said something about doing more for her. Then you passed out. Or, two, you tell me what you do for a living.”

      “One, I was drunk,” Olivia said.

      Bullshit…

      “Two, I’m a business consultant.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I consult businesses.”

      “Fancy, huh?”

      “It pays the bills,” Olivia said. “You’ve never…” She looked away and smiled. “Never mind. Let’s say, for example, a company needs to research a new market. Or wants an outside view of their business plan and operation. Or maybe they need help with a presentation. Whatever it is, I can handle it.”

      I nodded. “Smart chick.”

      “Chick,” Olivia said. “Wow. I’m holding a twenty thousand dollar bag and I’m reduced to chick.”

      “Jesus, what the hell do you do with a bag worth twenty large?” I asked.

      “Throw it over your shoulder and walk into your house and get a beer,” Olivia said.

      Bold. Sexy. A little bit of confidence showing through.

      I liked it.

      I turned and pointed to my house. “This is fucking crazy. But I’m in the mood for crazy.” I pointed to my face.

      She walked to me and then put a hand to my chest. “And I want to know the story of your face.”

      Olivia touched my chin. I quickly grabbed her hand and winked. “Don’t forget, darling, you owe me a night. Carrying your drunk ass into my house, cleaning you up, giving you the couch, and checking on you so you didn’t get hurt… that’s not my version of a one night stand.”

      “Lucky for you, this is the second night.”

      I ran my thumb across her hand and then let her go.

      She walked away and I watched. Her hips tick-tocking, counting the wild seconds of my life.

      I looked over at Jesse and his tail was still wagging. “What are you so excited about? I saw her first.”

      Jesse barked.

      Damn dog…
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        Who are You?

      

    
    
      
        (Olivia)

      

       

      I knew what the first thing I needed to do was.

      It was actually the second thing, the first being picking up where Gavin and I left off. But I watched the way he walked through his own house with caution, eyeing me, definitely wondering what the hell I was doing.

      What was I doing?

      I didn’t really know.

      After I left my father’s office, I went back to my apartment. I found Whitney passed out in the guest bedroom, the green smoothie spilled all over herself. I thought about pouring cold water on her face. She knew what she was doing, bringing me to town. It was all a ploy. Because that’s what Whitney did. It was who she was. The competition was between her father and my father and we were just pawns. I just didn’t get how Whitney could go one night into the other with the partying. In her mind she was probably still back in Gavin’s town, but that was nights ago.

      Getting rid of the thoughts of Whitney, I walked through Gavin’s house, taking in that country smell. I didn’t want to hurt the town. I didn’t want to hurt Gavin. But at the same time, thinking about what my father said…

      I stood at the large bay window. It was the first thing that caught my attention when I woke up from my drunken night with Gavin.

      “I’ll be honest,” Gavin said, making me jump. “I’ve encountered plenty of weird stuff in my life. But this is slowly climbing my list.”

      “What is?” I asked.

      I looked over my shoulder and Gavin stood with his arms crossed. Leaning against the doorway to the kitchen. I looked around the house again and noticed some of its flaws. Little cracks in the ceiling and in the corners of the walls where they met. The flaws were perfect. So much better than the pristine life I lived.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked me.

      “Am I in the way?”

      “I don’t think that matters,” Gavin said. “But you’re here again. Some fancy business consultant in my house. Standing at the window. Looking out to my yard. So, what is it? You want to build a factory or something in my back yard?”

      I felt my heart skip a beat. “No. Why would you say that?”

      Gavin shrugged his shoulders. “Just curious. Little town like this never gets any attention.

      “Oh, I’m not giving attention to the town, Gavin. Just you.”

      Gavin laughed. “Well, let’s see… I can make eggs. Bacon. You can go climb on the couch again. Throw up outside my truck. Meet my sister-in-law…”

      “Funny. Keep bringing that up. Actually, that’s why I’m here.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. I owe you an apology. In person. I should have never gotten like that. I should have never put you in that position to have to take care of me. I mean, I forced a level of trust on you…”

      Gavin pushed forward and shook his head. “Hey. This isn’t a goddamn office, Olivia. This is my house. Cut the bullshit with the proper talk. If you have something to say, then just say it.”

      I swallowed hard. “Thank you for not drunk fucking me.”

      Gavin’s eyes went wide. “Whoa. Okay then.”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “There. And I mean that. You could have. I would have let you. I mean, not that it would have been bad… or… not that you aren’t…” I bit my bottom lip and felt like an idiot. “You’re not ugly, Gavin.”

      He laughed. “Good to know. You’re not ugly either, Olivia.”

      “Just… thank you. For doing what you did. I never do that kind of thing. My friend Whitney, she does.”

      “Where did she end up?”

      “She’s still drunk,” I said. “Passed out in my guest bedroom.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Yeah. So that’s why I’m here.”

      “You show up in a private car to apologize to me. After texting me. See, Olivia, I might just be some small town greasy looking mechanic, but I’m not an idiot. You’re hiding from something. And you’re using my one night of kindness to hide behind.”

      “Wow, that was deep. Maybe I just came back to finish what we started.”

      “Oh, so now you want me to drunk fuck you?”

      “No,” I said. I stepped forward and put a hand to his chest, feeling muscle. “Maybe you can sober fuck me first.”
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* * *

       

      I had no idea what the hell I was thinking as the words flew from my mouth.

      In the back of my mind and my heart I knew why I was really there. And it went beyond an apology. It went beyond flirting with Gavin. And, yeah, maybe he was right. That I was there to hide from whatever waited for me in the city.

      But face it, Gavin was the first man in as long as I could remember who didn’t look at me and see the princess. He didn’t see the money, my father, the wealth, the business empire. He just saw me. And when he smiled, it was real. The way he smelled - not some suit and tie doused in expensive cologne. He smelled, well, like a man. A real man. A musky scent that was his skin, the scruff on his face, the dried sweat from working with his hands to actually earn a real living.

      It made all my toes curl in my shoes.

      I lifted to my toes, desperate to kiss him.

      Gavin grabbed my hand and took a step back.

      Was he blocking me?

      He lifted my hand to his mouth and kissed.

      “Well, darling, we’ve got plenty of time to fuck… but I have a business to run still. Care to join me at my garage?”

      I heard my father’s voice laughing in my head. I was doing exactly what my father wanted me to do, but with different intentions.

      “The garage. Right.”

      I turned my hand so I was holding his rough hand. The calluses. The size of his hands. The strength without him even flexing or trying to show strength. Beyond that, looking in his eyes was something so raw and exposed. What it must have been like to fight every day to survive.

      The man in front of me was a warrior.

      I just didn’t know how much.

      I broke my hand from his and reached for his face. I touched the corner of his mouth.

      “What happened? For real.”

      Gavin leaned in on me and got way too close. Then he whispered, “You tell me who you were talking about when you were drunk and I’ll tell you what happened to my face.”

      Gavin then gently kissed my cheek. The scruff on his face tickled my cheek and sent a warm shiver all the way through my body. The way I felt right then… whew.

      He was challenging me. Standing up to me. Trying to see through me.

      I was getting all his attention in a way I wasn’t used to.

      And I really liked it.
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      “Rich, Donny, Hank,” Gavin said as he pointed to each guy. “I could use more help, but this will do.”

      “Thanks, boss,” Donny said.

      “I remember him,” I said, pointing to Rich. “You spilled beer on me.”

      “Alcohol abuse is a serious crime,” Hank said. He was a really large man, sitting in a chair, rubbing some big piece of metal with a dirty rag.

      “The biggest crime is what Rich considers to be his game,” Donny said.

      “This is Olivia,” Gavin said, ignoring everyone. “She’s here to monitor the way you guys work. See if we can maybe upgrade the shop. Bring in some robots to do a better job. Help me pocket a little more cash.”

      “You serious?” Hank asked.

      “Yes I am,” Gavin said.

      He turned and walked away.

      He left me stranded with the three guys staring at me. I was willing to play though. Have some fun. Something about Gavin was just addicting. So I took out my cell phone and looked around. Then I started to pretend to type on my phone.

      All three guys hurried to get back to work.

      I had to turn as I started to laugh.

      Gavin walked through a door and I went to follow.

      I was used to offices being clean. Bright. Rich, deep colored wood desks and conference tables. The tables clean of any fingerprints. A phone in the middle of the table. Fancy chairs all pushed in, waiting for the next meeting. The sound of phones ringing, papers shuffling, suits everywhere.

      But when I opened the door to the office of Gavin’s garage, it was like a bomb went off. A cork board on the wall full of papers. White paper. Yellow paper. Pink paper. A flyer for a local carnival that was six months old. Pictures of kids, families, Christmas cards from two years ago. The desk looked like my fourth grade teacher’s desk. That ugly, off white metal color with silver legs and a fake brown top. A lamp with a crooked lamp shade on the corner, the cord running right down the back of the desk, no attempt to hide it. The chair was an off red color with streaks of silver tape on it. The desk itself was cluttered with papers and mail.

      My eyes noticed a trend.

      Everything was past due. Second notice. Third notice. Final notice.

      I hated myself for noticing all of that. I hated myself for realizing what my father wanted to accomplish would be so easy. He could easily put Gavin in a corner and force him to sell everything.

      Even the magazines on the wobbly table in the middle of the room… they were all old. From months and years ago.

      How the hell did this place survive?

      Gavin then appeared from another door, one that led directly into the garage area. He shut the door and stood there. He was so big. Tall, wide, thick with muscle that was well deserved from hard work. Not muscles built in a gym but muscles built through hard survival.

      “This is my castle,” he said.

      Castle? Was that a potential princess remark?

      I felt my mouth go dry a little.

      “It’s a shithole,” Gavin said. “But it’s my shithole.”

      “It’s nice.”

      “No it’s not,” he said with a laugh.

      “Could use an air freshener.”

      “Oh, yeah, a little cinnamon mixed with grease and an old building.”

      “It was just a suggestion.”

      “Oh, do I owe you for that now? I mean, is this a consultant meeting?”

      I stepped forward and put my hand to the desk. “You couldn’t afford me.”

      “Says who?”

      I glanced down at the desk. “Is there a single bill here paid on time?”

      “Yes, there actually is,” Gavin said.

      He went to the desk and pushed through a bunch of paper. Then he pulled out a water bill and dangled it in front of me.

      “Here,” he said. “On time.”

      I grabbed the bill. “You owed three dollars.”

      “Yup.”

      “Because of an overage charge.”

      “Exactly.”

      I looked at him. My heart battled what to do next. Christ, if he would just listen to what could happen, he could get so much money for the building and the land. He could reopen his garage somewhere else. Start over. Keep his house.

      My head spun.

      I was standing there seriously judging a man I knew nothing about.

      “You look like you really want to say something to me,” Gavin said. “And I have a lot I could say to you.”

      I opened my mouth. “Gavin…”

      The door behind me opened. I looked back and saw a woman. A familiar woman.

      Stacey. Yeah, Stacey. The one who was crying.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Stacey said.

      “Stace. Can’t get enough of me, huh?”

      “Never,” Stacey said. She puckered her lips and blew a kiss.

      I felt jealous and looked away as I swallowed it down.

      “What do you need?” Gavin asked. “Something else wrong with the car?”

      “Well…”

      I realized Stacey was looking at me.

      “Oh,” I said. “I’ll go outside.”

      “No,” Gavin said. He put fists to the desk. The way my father did. Except Gavin was cut with muscle and had tattoos all over his left arm. “Stacey. What’s wrong?”

      “Lyle is gone,” she said. “Hopefully for good.”

      “Good,” Gavin said. “And you’re here for…” Gavin reached for his desk and opened it. He took out a white envelope and threw it across the desk. “I didn’t cash the check, Stace. I’m not going to.”

      “Gavin…”

      He grabbed the envelope and ripped it in half. “Get yourself settled, okay?”

      I tried to take in what I was watching.

      Stacey blinked fast. “Thank you.” Then she looked at me. “It’s good to see you again, too.” She touched under her eyes. “We have to stop meeting while I’m crying.”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I mean, I don’t know what’s going on… but I’m sure it’s okay.”

      “It is,” Stacey said. “I meant what I said when I was drunk and crying. Gavin is a good guy. A really good guy. Give you the shirt off his back…”

      That I wouldn’t mind seeing.

      “… or fight your crazy ex-husband for you.”

      I looked at Gavin and raised an eyebrow.

      “Okay,” Gavin said. “Stace, why don’t you give Nikki a call?”

      “I told you, I tried.”

      “Call again. Tell her about Lyle. She loves good drama. Something will make you two connect again.”

      “I really should step outside,” I said. I grabbed for my phone. “Check my, uh, email.”

      I walked to the door and snuck out.

      I checked my email. Plenty of nonsense business stuff. Some details about Abigail’s memorial. A copy of an attempted speech Andy wanted me to read, written by David, approved by my father. Then there were five appearances my father wanted me to make on his behalf.

      I bit my thumb nail, shaking my head.

      This town, the garage, Gavin, it was so opposite of everything in the city and in my life.

      Stacey came out of the office and stopped. “You know, you look familiar.”

      “I do?”

      “Yeah. Really familiar.”

      “I have only been in this town once before,” I said.

      Gavin came out of the office.

      He saved my ass again as Stacey said one more goodbye. She kissed his cheek, said bye to me, and then left.

      I turned and looked at Gavin. “You fought her ex-husband?”

      “I told you… you should have asked me what the other guy looked like,” Gavin said.

      He turned and I grabbed his arm. “Hey. You worked on her car for free?”

      “No big deal.”

      “You do that a lot?”

      “Olivia. This is a small town. We all survive together. It’s not about one person being better than the other. Or richer than the other. Okay? I do what I have to do. Stacey’s had a rough go. So has Nikki. And little Ava has no idea what her life really is. No offense, darling, but you live the city life. Fast. Everyone does their own thing. Always an agenda. Don’t think I don’t know any of that.”

      I felt exposed and caught.

      “Gavin. I have no agenda right now. I just… I just wanted to be here again. Sober. To see what you’re really like.”

      “What do you think so far?” he asked.

      I just smiled. “Hey, I sort of lied just now.”

      “Oh?”

      “I do have an agenda.”

      “Okay…”

      “Is there a liquor store anywhere in this town?”
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      I sat in the passenger seat of Gavin’s truck and wrote an email to Andy. I had to cc: David on the email too so he wouldn’t get all twisted up and call my father and whine that I was ignoring him. I made my position very clear that for Amelia’s memorial I would be speaking but I would not be speaking from anything that didn’t come from my heart. Of course, David had taken orders from my father to try and weasel some kind of financial impact to the event, which I hated and refused.

      “You look lost in thought and work over there,” Gavin finally said. “Are you consulting?”

      I put my phone on my lap. “I’m sorry, Gavin.”

      “No worries, darling.”

      “No, I’m not consulting. I’m deciding.”

      “On?”

      I looked at him. I bit my bottom lip. He really knew nothing of what I was. Or who people claimed I was.

      “Have you ever lost someone that meant something to you?”

      Gavin looked at me with a face that was sad and a little angry. “Why?”

      “I have a situation I’m trying to get through. It’s a mix of business and personal heartache.”

      “Details?”

      My phone vibrated.

      A text from Andy.

      David is livid. Sterling chewed his head off for not having a speech already prepared. Be ready for the fall out.

      “Doesn’t matter,” I whispered. I sucked in a breath. “I’m sorry, Gavin. I shouldn’t be doing this right now. Sometimes the lines get blurred and I shouldn’t let that happen.”

      Gavin laughed. “Liv, I know we’re on separate ends of the world with business, but you saw what I did for Stacey. There is no business and personal separation for what I do.”

      I reached with my left hand and touched his hand. “I think you’re a pretty good guy, Gavin.”

      “You hardly know me.”

      “We’re working on that part, right?”

      Gavin smirked. “You’re smooth, darling. I’ll give you that much. You’re really smooth. I can see why you wanted to come to this shithole small town. Flashing that expensive shit and then flirting. Too bad you picked me though. I don’t fall for any of that.”

      “You don’t?”

      “Not a chance.”

      “Then what do you fall for, Gavin?”

      “What’s the fun in spoiling the ending?” he asked and winked at me.

      We stopped at a liquor store that was just outside of town. I swore, crossing out of the town of Breakers was like some cartoon going from old fashioned, black and white to reality. The second we were out of town, everything opened up. It was brighter. There were actual stores, businesses, traffic lights, even traffic.

      The stop lasted all of five minutes and then Gavin asked where I wanted to go next. So I told him. He raised an eyebrow but didn’t question me.

      We rode in silence as I finished texts and emails.

      My father had about fifty projects on the table at once. That was his way of scattering attention from everyone. Employees. Those in higher positions that could possibly give him a hard time about anything financial or related.

      I finally just put my phone away and promised myself I’d do it for good. What amazed me though was that Gavin didn’t seem to mind. The man - as sexy as he was - was full of mystery.

      “You sure about this?” Gavin asked.

      “Yup,” I said. I grabbed the brown paper bag and got out of the truck.

      I walked into the bar that had been packed a few nights ago. Now, it was much different. The pool sticks were on the tables in a X. No balls in sight. The dartboard had all the darts stuck at the bullseye. It was quiet. The TV was playing the news. There were only four people at the bar. Each with a beer and a shot, far enough apart that they didn’t have to make mindless small talk.

      But behind the bar was Dinky.

      I knew the name must have had a story.

      Dinky spotted me and stopped organizing some glasses.

      “She insisted,” Gavin said as he walked by me. “So why not pour us two?”

      “You got it,” Dinky said.

      Gavin walked to the bar and I followed.

      I put the bag on the bar and then peeled the bag down and off the bottle of vodka.

      Dinky came over with two perfectly poured beers and nodded to the bottle. “No outside drinks allowed.”

      “This is for you,” I said to him.

      “What?”

      “I stole a bottle of vodka the other night. I’m returning it.”

      Dinky smiled. “Well, goddamn. I thought a bottle was missing.” He looked at Gavin. “You put her up to it, huh? Just like always. Been stealing booze from here since you were a teenager.”

      “Really?” I asked.

      “He tells lies,” Gavin said. “I never touched a drop of alcohol until I was twenty-one.”

      From next to me I heard the rough laugh of someone. A man with a big gray beard was laughing, shaking his head.

      “That’s Mack,” Gavin whispered. “Used to run the hardware store but gave it to his kid.”

      “What are you saying about me?” Mack called out.

      “That you are actually cleaned up right now,” Gavin said.

      Mack slapped the bar. “Hey. I did my part in life. Now I’m just waiting for my grave to get dug.”

      “What a way to live,” Gavin said.

      Mack grabbed his beer and lifted it. He tilted it toward Gavin. “Don’t go bullshitting anyone around here, Gavin. How many times did I catch you and your brother out back sipping on cheap bottom shelf whiskey? Remind me again who was the one that got sick at the door and I stepped in it?”

      I looked at Gavin.

      Brother? You have a brother?

      Gavin waved a hand. “That’s enough of that talk.” He reached into his pocket and took out money.

      “Keep it,” Dinky said. “Car’s making a rattling noise again.”

      “Bring it in,” Gavin said.

      I took the atmosphere in. The bar. The quietness. The sadness. That was the crazy part. It felt so depressing in there now. The men at the bar were beaten down by life and were all waiting to die.

      “Hey, Gavin,” I said. “I didn’t know you have a br-”

      “I don’t feel like drinking at the bar all day, do you?” he asked me, obviously avoiding the conversation.

      “No,” I said. “I’m supposed to be a business professional.”

      “Well I don’t think there’s anything professional in this town, but we can pretend to be professional.”

      I really wasn’t in the mood for professional as I stared at Gavin’s arms and the way they threatened to rip the sleeves of his t-shirt.

      “Where to now, Gavin?” I asked.

      “So I’m giving you the tour?” he asked with a sly grin.

      “Sure. I’d love to see this place.”

      “No you don’t.” Gavin stood up and leaned toward me. His lips were close enough that when he spoke my hair moved and a tickling feeling went through my body. “Little Miss Agenda…”

      Gavin then walked to the door and held it open for me.

      At the last second I looked back and saw Dinky standing there, giving Gavin a thumbs up.

      Then I looked at Gavin and put my hand to his chest. Just for fun. Just to feel muscle.

      “Are we going to have some fun?” I teased.

      Gavin put a hand to the small of my back, sending more hot shivers throughout my body.

      “Oh, darling, I got something in mind for you and me…”
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      Gavin held out the large axe and nodded at me to take it.

      He held it like it was a bottle of water. When I grabbed and he let go the axe fell to the ground and I flew forward with it.

      “Whoa, easy,” he said. “That’s kind of sharp.”

      “What are we doing with this?” I asked.

      Gavin turned and grabbed a chunk of a tree. He put it on what looked like an old tree stump. He pointed to the axe. “I think I’m going to use that fire pit tonight out back. Need something to burn, right?”

      “You’re serious right now.”

      “Serious,” Gavin said. “Why? You never swung an axe before?”

      I titled my head to the side. Seriously? Come on…

      “Oh, okay. Don’t tell me you’re one of those rich girls that can’t do a thing for themselves.”

      I swallowed hard. I didn’t want my cover blown. Whatever cover that was. Why was I there? To snoop out the town like my father wanted? To pretend I wasn’t rich, even though I had a car and other transportation on standby with the click of a button? Or to just be there, in the moment, with Gavin, and feel something that seemed normal?

      I didn’t answer his question but I did grab the axe. I wrestled with it and managed to give an attempt at a swing. It was more like a golf swing, hitting the log off the stump.

      “Yeah, see, the goal is to actually split the log,” Gavin said.

      “Funny,” I growled. “Let’s see you do it, hot shot.”

      Gavin put the log on the stump. He grabbed the axe. And he swung it like nothing.  Every muscle in both arms flexed as he came down. The axe hit the log and a piece fell to each side of the tree stump.

      “There,” Gavin said. “Easy.”

      I did all I could to not let my jaw drop.

      This man was strong. Seriously strong.

      He then put another log on the stump and nodded to the axe. “Your turn.”

      “Fine,” I said.

      I grabbed the axe.

      It took me the same amount of time to lift it.

      “Here,” Gavin said. “Let me show you something.”

      Next thing I knew Gavin stepped behind me. My entire body stiffened and shivered. His large hands came around me and touched my wrists.

      “Keep your wrists straight,” he said, his voice behind me, breath hitting my hair. “Use those muscles and focus on where you’re swinging.”

      I lifted the axe again and this time I had Gavin’s hands holding me. I could feel his body inches away from touching mine. I was so wildly turned on, I sucked in a breath and swung the axe down. I wasn’t even paying attention, not with Gavin touching me. But lucky for me, the axe hit the wood. It didn’t cut the wood but it was stuck there.

      “Nice,” Gavin said.

      He let me go and backed away.

      “What now?” I asked.

      “Pick it up, wood and all, and smack it against the stump.”

      I tried but the method wasn’t working for me.

      “I’ll show you,” Gavin said with patience in his voice.

      He grabbed the axe. Before he could lift it, I did something. I stepped behind him and reached around his body. My hands slid down his beautiful, muscle laced arms. My body pressed against his.

      I couldn’t quite reach his wrists but I wasn’t there to really give a damn about cutting a piece of wood.

      Gavin lifted the axe with the wood attached to it. With a quick slam down to the tree stump the log broke into two. For me, I got to feel his body move. His body flex. The hardness of his back that his t-shirt had been trying so hard to hide.

      I couldn’t believe the mental notes my body was making about Gavin. A man who was so completely my opposite it turned me on even more.

      I then stood there and watched him work as he cut a large pile of wood.

      My mind raced with thoughts.

      The town may have been a little beat up with time. The businesses may have been struggling. But the people here didn’t care about their balance sheets, if they even had one. They only cared about helping each other and getting to another day. I tried to envision my father’s vision of the town and it didn’t make sense.

      Gavin split one more piece of wood and then slammed the axe in the tree stump. He glanced back at me. He raised an eyebrow. I knew he wasn’t stupid. I knew he was reading me. And I knew I was getting more and more exposed.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “I don’t know, Gavin,” I admitted without thinking.

      He then crouched and collected as much wood as his big arms could hold.

      When he walked, I went with him.

      “Hey,” I said. “I’ve noticed a few things around here.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Stacey. Nikki. What’s the deal there?”

      Gavin laughed. “Years. That’s the deal. Years.”

      “Years? Meaning?”

      Gavin paused. “Women. Okay?”

      “Really?” I asked.

      “Things aren’t always as easy in life as you’d think,” Gavin said.

      “Meaning what, Gavin?”

      “Meaning we should just keep walking,” he said. He took a step. “Unless you want to tell me what you were talking about when you were drunk?”

      “Okay. I get it. Fine. This is my escape right now. Okay? Maybe it’s wrong. Maybe I’m just using you, Gavin. I’ll admit it. This town. This house. This everything. It’s crazy. I know it’s crazy.”

      Gavin then dropped the pile of wood to the ground and slapped his hands together. He turned to face me and grabbed my shoulders.

      “What are you escaping from, darling?”

      I shook my head. “Right now I’m not sure.”

      “Do I smell bullshit?”

      “Probably just your dog’s.”

      Gavin laughed. “You are the most interesting and yet stubborn person I’ve ever met.”

      “Not your typical one night stand, huh?”

      “One night stand, darling? We haven’t come close to sleeping together yet. Not unless you count when you tried to take off your hoodie and pulled up your shirt. That was a nice bra you were wearing. Really fancy. Really revealing.”

      “And you didn’t make a move,” I said. “What a shame.”

      Gavin leaned in a little. “Darling, when I’m ready to make a move you won’t know what to do with yourself.”

      “So you just assume I’ve got time?”

      “That’s right. I forgot. You’re a big, bad business woman.”

      “And I’ll huff and puff and blow your house down.”

      Gavin laughed. “That house? Be careful. It won’t take much.”

      He winked.

      I was suddenly breathless.

      Before he could let my shoulders go, I grabbed at his shirt.

      “Gavin… I don’t know why you’re okay with my being here but I appreciate it. I don’t do this stuff, just so you know. And if there was something happening. My life is…”

      I sort of wanted to just be me in front of Gavin still. Not the princess. Not The Princess… the woman in fancy dresses, diamonds, gold. I just wanted to be Olivia in a shirt and jeans. I just wanted to be Olivia staring at Gavin, thinking about a cool night and a warm fire. I just wanted to be Olivia… watching as Gavin started to close in…

      He wanted to steal a kiss and I was willing to give him one. And then some.

      Our lips gently brushed together, the moment finally winning.

      It was such a soft kiss but with so much more waiting.

      But it never came.

      Before we could kiss again I heard someone yell Gavin’s name…
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      When I saw Stacey I thought about screaming. The world had been put on my shoulders a long time ago and there were times when I just wanted to put it the fuck down for a second. I wanted to keep kissing Olivia. I wanted to know about her. I wanted to know the reason why some city business woman was poking around my town, my garage, my life.

      But there were tears in Stacey’s eyes.

      I looked at Olivia. “Sorry.”

      “Go,” she said. “Make sure everything’s okay.”

      I met Stacey halfway. She was damn near in hysterics.

      “She’s gone!” she yelled. “She took off! Gavin… she’s drunk!”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      “Nikki.”

      My heart sank. “What?”

      “Nikki,” Stacey said. “June called me from over at the fire house. She said that Nikki had been looking for a drink. She told her to get lost. Then she got a call that Nikki went to the corner bar right outside of town.”

      “Fuck,” I growled. That place was a rough spot to be in. A lot of nasty shit went down there. A place where bad things happened because police fought over who was responsible for the bar.

      “I went there to see her,” Stacey said.

      “You went to that place?” I asked. “Why didn’t you call me then?”

      “I wanted to talk to her. I wanted to see what she was doing. Maybe have a drink and try to smooth things over. You said…”

      “Fuck, Stace. Fuck. Where is she now?”

      “I barely got ten words out of my mouth,” she said. “Then she freaked out on me. Told me it was all my fault. She said some really mean things to me. Then she stormed away. Some guy got in my way and I had to slap him to get him out of the way. When I got outside, Nikki was driving away. She’s drunk, Gavin. Drunk. I’m afraid she’s going to hurt herself. Or someone.”

      “Shit,” I growled. “Okay. Let me get my keys. We’ll find her. Don’t worry, Stacey. We’ll find her.”

      I turned and looked at Olivia.

      I ran to her and asked, “You can get a ride?”

      “Where?”

      “Home, darling. Home.”

      “Gavin…”

      “Nikki is drunk and driving,” I said. “It’s a mess.”

      “We better find her then,” Olivia said.

      “No… you…”

      “You’re wasting time,” she said as she pushed at my arm. “Hurry.”

      I didn’t have time to argue. So I ran.

      I had to hand it to Olivia, she was full of surprises. She couldn’t swing an axe. But she could keep up with me as I ran to my truck. I got into the truck and she was right next to me in the passenger seat.

      I looked at her for a second and then started to drive. There was no time to waste. Stacey was right. Every second Nikki was out there, she was endangering herself and everyone around her.

      My teeth gritted so hard I thought they were going to break. I pictured little Ava, probably sitting in fucking daycare, coloring a picture, as I sped along the back roads, trying to find her drunk mother. The shit was just piled high sometimes and there was no getting around it.

      And Nikki had become my responsibility from the second Luke…

      “What’s that?” Olivia asked.

      I shook my head. “What?”

      “Right there!” she yelled. “Look! It’s a car!”

      Sure enough, there was a car pulled to the side of the road, tail end sticking up in the air. The car had gone off the road and into a little ravine. It was damn near close to the lake too. Hell, if Nikki had drifted without realizing it, then that ravine saved her from cruising into the lake.

      I pulled over and saw Stacey do the same thing.

      Before I could react, Olivia threw her door open and jumped out of the truck.

      I chased after her and we both got to the car at the same time.

      There was Nikki, sitting behind the wheel of the car, her head resting on the steering wheel.

      “Nik!” I yelled and hit the glass.

      She turned her head and looked at me. There was a little blood on her top lip. Tears in her eyes.

      I grabbed the door and opened it.

      She didn’t even have her damn seatbelt on.

      I crouched and grabbed her.

      “Gavin, be careful,” Olivia said. “What if she’s concussed?”

      I looked at Olivia. “Look. She can’t get in trouble right now. Not with Ava…”

      “My girl,” Nikki said. “What do I tell my little girl, huh? What do I do? How do I do it alone, Gavin?”

      Nikki grabbed for my shirt and pulled hard.

      I wrapped my arms around her and lifted her up. I carried her away from the car.

      Stacey stood on the side of the road.

      “Nikki?” Stacey asked.

      “Go the fuck away!” Nikki screamed. She let me go and tried to go after Stacey. She made it two steps and tripped over her own two feet. She fell to the ground hard and grabbed handfuls of rocks and threw them at Stacey. “Fuck you, bitch! I hate you! I’ll never forgive you!”

      I saw the look on Olivia’s face. She was in shock.

      I got in front of Nikki. “Stacey…”

      “I got it,” she said, nodding, her chin quivering. “Jesus, Gavin, I didn’t mean…”

      “Of course you didn’t,” I said. “Just please get out of here. I’ll catch up with you later. I’m taking her to my house.”

      “What about her car?”

      “I’ll call Rich,” I said. “I’ve got a truck. I’ll take care of it.”

      Stacey nodded and walked away, wiping her eyes.

      My heart broke for her. And for Nikki. And for Ava. And for Luke.

      I turned and was ready to face the hell that was Nikki. To my complete surprise, Olivia was on her knees next to Nikki, an arm around her.

      “It’s okay,” Olivia whispered. “It’s going to be okay.”

      Nikki sobbed. She had no idea who was holding her.

      “My little girl,” Nikki said.

      “She’s fine,” Olivia said. “Right, Gavin?”

      I crouched in front of Nikki. “That’s right, Nik. Ava is fine. We’ve got this, Nik. You and me. Together. The way it’s been. Okay? It’s okay to have a bad day.”

      “My car… I fucked it all up, Gav.” Nikki blinked and looked at me with sudden clear eyes. “I woke up and took Ava to daycare. I went back home to just have alone time.  And I saw the bed. I saw the fucking bed, Gav. The fucking… bed… empty… nothing even smells like him anymore…”

      She started to shake.

      Olivia hugged Nikki tighter. “Hey, hey, hey. We’re still here with you. Can you stand up, Nikki? Maybe we can get you somewhere more comfortable. Then we can talk. Okay?”

      Nikki looked at Olivia. “You’re the one night stand… that left before breakfast…”

      “Not a one night stand,” Olivia said. “More like a two day pain in the ass.”

      Nikki laughed. “Good. He needs it. Oh, fuck, I’m a mess…”

      Olivia touched Nikki’s face. “We all are.”

      “Come on,” I said, offering my hand to Nikki.

      I helped her up and she fell into me. I offered Olivia my other hand and helped her up. I lingered for an extra few seconds, staring at Olivia.

      Nikki let out a sob.

      I got her to the truck and called Rich. I made it very clear that Nikki had swerved to miss a deer and got stuck in a ditch. That she was scared, a little shocked, but fine. I told Rich to come get the car quietly and not to say or ask a fucking thing.

      And there we were… me, Nikki, and Olivia, in the front of my truck.

      Nikki had her head on Olivia’s shoulder. Stuck between drunk groans and grieving sobs.

      Olivia didn’t know the truth and maybe never would.

      Some things were maybe best left never talked about.
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      I put a cup of coffee on the table along with a glass of water. Nikki had eaten half the peanut butter and jelly sandwich I made for her. Olivia had gotten Nikki into the bathroom when we got to my house and held her hair back as she threw up. In some way it was like a little bit of payback for what Olivia did to me, right? I wanted to laugh but couldn’t. My heart was destroyed.

      Nikki begged for food, which was why I made the sandwich.

      Now she was asleep on the couch.

      The coffee would go to waste, but whatever.

      “She’ll be fine,” Olivia said to me as I crouched next to the couch.

      I touched Nikki’s forehead. “No, she won’t.”

      “She threw up. She’s sleeping. She’ll wake up and feel like hell, but she-”

      “I’m not talking about the booze,” I said. I stood up. “You know?”

      “I don’t know,” Olivia said. “But I get it.”

      “Do me a favor?” I asked.

      “Sure.”

      “I need to go get Ava.”

      “Right.”

      “I’m going to get her and then swing by Nikki’s place to get some stuff. I’ll pick up something to eat and come back here. When I get back, you take off. We can figure something else out some other time.”

      “No, Gavin,” Olivia said. “I don’t want to go.”

      “What?”

      “I’m here. I’ll help. I don’t mind.”

      “Olivia, I don’t know what you’re trying to do here…”

      “Nothing,” she said. “I can’t leave knowing this is happening. And you’re alone in this, Gavin.”

      “I’m not alone. I have Jesse.”

      I pointed to the dog and he was asleep.

      My point didn’t get across at all.

      “What are you going to tell Ava?”

      “Oh, the usual,” I said with a sigh. “That her mother got the stomach bug again.”

      “Again?”

      I leaned toward Olivia and kissed her cheek. “Thank you.”

      I grabbed my keys and went to my truck. I picked up Ava, went to Nikki’s apartment to get some clothes for Ava and for Nikki, and then I swung by and got some pizza. Each time I looked in the rearview mirror and saw Ava in her car seat, my heart and stomach twisted and felt sick.

      Nikki was right. There was so much to tell Ava. So much Ava needed to learn. Needed to understand. Her little world right now was consumed by the alphabet, coloring, and her favorite cartoons. But on the horizon was her innocence getting shattered and a pain she would never understand.

      And it just wasn’t fucking right.

      I went to the garage for a few minutes to just check on things.

      Things had been smooth while I was gone, which was nice. I checked the receipts, the bank deposit, did a little math in my head, and laughed at myself, realizing how fucked I was.

      I punched my desk, lied to Ava and told her there was a bug on the desk, and then I put her back into the truck and went home.

      The couch was empty.

      Olivia was walking down the stairs.

      “Hey Ava,” Olivia said.

      “Hello,” Ava said.

      “You remember my friend, Olivia?” I asked Ava. “She was leaving when you got here last time.”

      “In the morning,” Ava said.

      “Yes. She had to go to work. She works in the city.”

      “In a tall building?” Ava asked.

      “Super tall building,” Olivia said.

      “Where’s Mommy?” Ava asked me.

      “She’s upstairs in bed,” Olivia said so gently. “She has a tummy ache. So she’s resting. How about we eat and then we can go check on her. Together.”

      Ava nodded. Then she looked up at me. “She’s a pretty doctor.”

      I laughed.

      Goddammit, I needed the laugh.

      Olivia laughed too.

      We didn’t even bother to correct Ava.

      Two hours later, it was dark.

      We ate pizza, Ava drank apple juice, and she was on her last few minutes of cartoons. I gave her a bath, got her dressed in PJ’s, and let her kiss Nikki goodnight. Nikki didn’t even move. Which was heartbreaking in itself.

      When cartoons were over, I scooped a half asleep Ava off the couch and carried her to bed. The old house had five bedrooms. I had no business having a house that big, but it was my house. I took care of it. I loved it. And I never thought the bedrooms would come in handy like they were. Nikki in a bedroom. Ava had her own bedroom, of course. Her own bed, dresser, decorations. Anything to make her feel comfortable when she crashed at Uncle Gavin’s house.

      And then I had Olivia… if she stayed the night… where was she going to sleep…

      “Will you read to me?” Ava asked.

      I put her down into the bed and turned on a nightlight for her. I grabbed a book off the little bookshelf I built for her room.

      I sat on the floor with my back to the nightstand and read her a bedtime story.

      She fell asleep two pages into it but I kept reading. She’d been cheated by so much in life already and didn’t know about it. So I wasn’t going to cheat her out of a story, even if it was one I read to her fifty times already.

      When I finally got downstairs, I couldn’t find Olivia.

      For a second I thought she was gone. Not that I could blame her. Anyone who saw flashes of my reality would be smart to run like hell.

      But then I saw a flicker of a flame. A lighter flame. Coming from out back.

      I walked to the bay window in the dining room and watched as Olivia tried to start a fire. Crouching in front of the fire pit with a bunch of logs stacked up. And flicking a small lighter, holding the flame to the logs.

      I laughed, crossing my arms, shaking my head.

      This woman was… something.

      I never had someone barge into my life like she did. And the craziest part of the entire thing?

      I didn’t mind it at all.
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      After a quick lesson in fire starting, I got the fire going and sat back in a chair and grabbed a cold beer. I lit up a smoke and took a deep drag and growled as I exhaled that first breath.

      I looked over at Olivia and still couldn’t believe she was still there.

      “You know, my mother died from cancer,” she said.

      I looked at the cigarette and then flicked it into the fire. “Damn, darling. That’s terrible.”

      “I don’t know why I blurted that out.”

      “I’m sorry that happened. How old were you?”

      “Too young to really remember anything,” she said. “It was some really rare form of cancer. Not because of smoking.”

      “Not that smoking is good for you though,” I said.

      “Everyone needs a vice.”

      “That they do,” I said.

      “I wasn’t saying that to get you to not smoke, Gavin. I just… I don’t know. My family isn’t perfect either.”

      I laughed. “Well, my family consists of Nikki and Ava. And Ava is the only one by blood.”

      “That means Nikki had Ava with your-”

      “I love Nikki,” I said. “I know what I did today was wrong. Fucked up. But I couldn’t stomach seeing her in cuffs and being taken to jail.”

      “I’m not judging you, Gavin.”

      “But I am. I judge myself all the time.”

      “Well, you shouldn’t. You’re doing just fine.”

      “Right.”

      Then there was silence. Not the kind I really welcomed but the kind where I debated on what my next move would be. Steer toward flirting or let this shit keep getting deeper.

      “Her name was Abigail,” Olivia finally said.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Who I was talking about the other night. Abigail.”

      “Relative?”

      “No. That’s the thing. She had cancer. She was seven years old. Lived in a children’s hospital until she…” Olivia looked down. “I was doing some consulting work at the hospital when I met her. I was just drawn to her. It sounds pretty unfair since there are so many sick kids in the hospital, but I was just drawn to her. She was beautiful, Gavin. Even with all her hair gone… it didn’t even matter to her. I break a nail and think everyone will stare at it for days because I’m supposed to be perfect, you know?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Who thinks you’re supposed to be perfect?”

      Olivia quickly stood up. “Shit. Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      She started to walk away. I watched as she took her phone out of her pocket.

      Oh, hell no, darling.

      I jumped and went after her.

      My hand cupped over her hand and I stripped the phone away from her. “What is this? You want to leave now? Why? What are you afraid of me finding out, huh?”

      She looked up at me. “I got too close to Abigail. I didn’t know what I was getting into with her. And I had an event at the hospital again so I bought her some things she was asking about. I wanted to surprise her. I thought I could just bring that smile to her face again, you know? The last time I was there the doctors were hopeful. But of course they’re hopeful. They have to be. You have to be positive in that environment. They were eager to get some treatments done and get her home. She never got to go home, Gavin. And I didn’t know that. I walked right into the room… and it was empty. She was gone. Everything about her was gone. And the thing was… I stood there holding a bag for her. And she was gone. It was like getting punched two times in the stomach. Once because Abigail was gone. Twice because I knew that room would be used again. Because life…”

      I put my hands to Olivia’s face. My right thumb ran along her bottom lip. “I get it, darling. I get it. Life… I get it…”

      I felt her damn near trembling against my touch.

      The fire let out a pop and sparks danced into the night.

      And that’s when I finally got my chance to actually kiss her.
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      Her lips were sweeter than the best whiskey I ever tasted. Her skin was softer than anything I had ever felt in my life. When my fingertips touched her hair, there was a smell released into the air, like a flower spitting nectar, something fruity, but also something that just made my nose tingle and it shot through my entire damn body.

      I stood there and kept kissing her. Our lips smacking together, our tongues wrestling as Olivia showed me she was willing to submit but not all the way. Which was a fucking wild turn on. I loved when a woman put up a little fight and knew how to push back at my stubborn ass.

      Yet I really knew nothing about her.

      I felt her hands grab at the front pockets of my jeans and pull me against her. I turned her and pinned her against the table out on the stone patio. The table stood no chance to what I had in mind and quickly moved, making a loud scratching sound. I broke the kiss as Jesse popped his head up to look around. He put his head back down and covered his eyes with a paw.

      Good boy.

      My left hand swooped down and I grabbed Olivia by the ass and pulled her tight against me again. Her leg went around me as she started to slide down my body a little. Feeling her body move like that brought me to life. I was throbbing in my jeans and had the damnest urge to just toss her to the patio and see how fucking wild she really wanted to get.

      As I turned her, she put her hands to my shirt and gave a little push.

      I was an honest gentleman as I broke away from her, but my hands balled up into tight fists, not wanting to fight the urges.

      “Gavin…”

      “Olivia…”

      She backed up a little and stood next to the fire. The flames danced shadows against her body. I felt the hesitation coming off her.

      I walked toward her and playfully moved around her to grab my drink. I then sat back down in my chair and stuck my feet out. I was so damn uncomfortable in my jeans it wasn’t even fucking funny. But I was going to play this one the way I wanted to.

      Olivia stepped behind me and put her hands to my shoulders. I felt her touching, exploring, wanting to lose the battle to temptation.

      “Gavin… are you happy here?”

      “Here? Right now?” I looked back and up at her. “I was happier about a minute ago.”

      She smiled. “I mean… with all of this. Your life. Your house. Town. Business.”

      “Look, darling, I don’t know what you’re looking for out of me. You live a different lifestyle than I do. It’s obvious. You’re a business consultant so you probably go for results. Growth. I get that. Me? I got ground under my feet. It’s better than my feet being underground. Get it?”

      She nodded. “I wish I could be like that.”

      I reached back and took her by the hand. I pulled her around and with a quick move I had her on my lap. She turned sideways a little and goddamn if she didn’t fit against me like a piece of a puzzle.

      It was instant.

      It was… perfect.

      So perfect I turned my head to let out a breath and calm the feeling inside my stomach.

      “There,” I whispered. “You’re doing it. Watch the fire burn. Forget about the world. Just be here.”

      Olivia put her head against my chest. I felt her nose touch my neck a few times, making me wonder if she was smelling me.

      It was a special moment to me. A moment that I had been wanting for a long damn time.

      I looked over to the chair where Olivia had been sitting and I knew that chair should have been occupied. By Luke. With Nikki curled up on his lap.

      The way it should have been.

      I looked up to the sky and blinked, chasing away the damn tears.

      In that moment, Olivia didn’t know she was saving me.
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      I carried her to the couch and placed her down. Then I sat in the chair. It was the same damn thing as last time. Only without being drunk, puking, and almost stripping in front of me. Hell, even Jesse gave Olivia the nod of approval. The dog plopped down in front of the couch. That was his version of protection.

      I liked Olivia too. I just wanted to know why she gave a shit about me and the town. And why she wanted to know about Luke so much. Some of that was just still raw and hard to talk about. Especially with Nikki and Ava upstairs sleeping.

      I checked on them both.

      Nikki hadn’t moved an inch, her face on the edge of the bed, almost hanging over the bathroom trashcan. And little sweet Ava was curled up in her blankets, lost in a world where fairy tales were real, and so were monsters, but someone would always be there to kill the monsters.

      But what if the monsters sometimes won…?

      I touched Ava’s head and went downstairs.

      As I walked by Jesse he gave out a little growl. The last time that damn dog growled at me was when he got a piece of steak off the grill and I tried to get it back. And that was two years ago.

      He really liked Olivia.

      I crashed to the chair again and shut my eyes.

      It was lights out, but I wondered just what in the hell was going to happen next.

      The next time I opened my eyes I smelled coffee and I heard the yell of a screeching voice on TV.

      My eyes shot open.

      Ava was sitting on the couch, a blanket on her lap. She looked at me and smiled. Then she turned her head and yelled, “Uncle Gavin is awake!”

      “Uncle Gavin is awake,” I said as I pushed myself from the chair. “Look at me go.”

      Ava let out a little giggle.

      I walked by the couch and jumped over it and plopped right next to her. I threw an arm around her and started to tickle her. She let out a scream as she laughed.

      “How did you sleep?”

      “Okay. Not quite like my bed.”

      “Not quite?” I asked.

      Ava smiled. “You asked.”

      “That I did.”

      I looked at the TV screen. I had no idea what the hell was going on with the cartoon. Or any of the cartoons anymore. What happened to the good old days when cartoon characters used to smoke, blow shit up with TNT, and strangle each other? Was that really so wrong?

      I laughed and kissed the top of Ava’s head. “Where’s your mother?”

      “In the kitchen. With the girl from the couch. The doctor. Hey, does she live on your couch?”

      “No,” I said.

      I hurried to get to the kitchen.

      Just before I could cross into the kitchen, I heard and saw them.

      Nikki standing at the counter, holding a coffee mug. My pancake griddle plugged in with eight pancakes on it. Olivia with a coffee mug of her own.

      “He forever works,” Nikki said. “And who can blame him? Look what I did. People like me just drag him down sometimes.”

      “Family,” Olivia said. “Right? That’s what they’re there for.”

      “I hope you don’t judge me too much.”

      “I would never. I think we’re all entitled to bad days and moments.”

      “Amen to that,” Nikki said and lifted her mug.

      “Blessed morning to you all,” I said, stepping into the kitchen. “Can someone poureth me a cupeth of coffee?”

      Nikki looked at me and tilted her head. “Good morning.”

      “Morning,” Olivia said.

      “I see everyone is alive and well. That’s a good thing.” I went to Nikki and smiled. “How’s your head?”

      “Fine. I feel fine.”

      “Do you?” I yelled.

      Nikki flinched. “What the hell, Gav?”

      “You got a hangover that’s going to last days.”

      “Blah, blah,” Nikki said. “Good thing I have today off.”

      “You do? Why?”

                  “I just do?”

      “Did you get fired?”

      “Gavin,” Olivia said. “How’d you sleep?”

      I looked back and forth between the two of them. I was outnumbered.

      I backed off Nikki for the moment.

      “So, Olivia, what are you doing today?” I asked with a smile.

      “I have to go to work,” she said. “I have to leave soon.”

      “Back to the big bad city,” I said.

      “I wish I lived in the city,” Nikki said. “A change of pace and view.”

      “Be careful,” Olivia said. “I wish I lived here.” Then she looked at me. “I mean, you know, like this town.”

      “Right,” I said. “Right.”

      I walked to the griddle and took control, flipping the pancakes.

      Olivia left the kitchen to get the table ready.

      “Hey,” Nikki whispered. “I like her. She’s…”

      “Let it go, Nik,” I whispered back.

      “Why? What’s going on with you two?”

      I raised an eyebrow and looked at Nikki. “I could ask the same about you.”

      She lowered her head. “I’m so sorry, Gav. I just had a really bad day. I stopped by the shop for a minute and you weren’t there. I felt alone. I felt…”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I got your back.”

      Nikki touched my arm. “You always have my back. I love you, Gavin.”

      She bit her bottom lip and it left me a little uneasy.

      Olivia came back into the kitchen and I was ready to plate the breakfast.

      Nikki went to get Ava and I turned to face Olivia.

      “Good morning,” she said.

      “Same to you, darling.”

      “Sorry for crashing last night.”

      “I didn’t mind.”

      “I hope I didn’t lead you on or…”

      “Nope,” I said. “I always have people sleepover and cuddle up in my arms outside and then carry them to the couch. It’s sort of my hobby.”

      “Funny,” Olivia said. “I do really have to go soon though.”

      I nodded. “Doors are unlocked. You’re not being held captive.”

      “Hey. I talked to Nikki a little bit. She really feels like shit about what happened. If she ever needs someone to talk to… I mean, a woman…”

      “Let’s just start with some pancakes.”

      I put the plate on the table and we all went to town. It was an interesting scene seeing not only Nikki and Ava at my table, but also Olivia. She looked like she let her guard down a little, too. Grabbing pancakes with her hand and dipping them in sugary syrup.

      I poured everyone a glass of orange juice and the adults a refill of coffee.

      It was a good morning. A really good morning.

      Sitting there at the head of the table, watching Nikki and Olivia talk. It had a feel to it that left me uneasy. Because when I looked down to the other end of the table, the seat was empty. That fucking seat wasn’t supposed to be empty.

      I stood up and grabbed my plate and walked into the kitchen. I threw it into the sink harder than I should have and just stood there. That drew attention to me.

      I soon had both Nikki and Olivia checking on me.

      “I know,” Nikki said as she touched my back.

      I shook my head.

      “Know what?” Olivia asked.

      I saw the hesitation on Nikki’s face. “Just… stuff.”

      “Well, I just hope you know you can trust me,” Olivia said. She stood on my other side. She put her hand to mine. “Whatever it is, Gavin. I just want to also say thanks for entertaining me again. Things haven’t been so great…”

      “And I’m in paradise,” I said.

      I glanced over at Nikki.

      The mood changed and it was my fault.

      I sucked in a breath and rubbed my jaw. “Nik, do me a favor. Make sure Ava’s cleaned up so Jesse isn’t licking her to death.”

      “Right,” Nikki said.

      I was then alone with Olivia. Without missing a beat, I grabbed her by the waist and walked her to the corner of the countertop. I lifted and put her there. She was eye level with me then.

      “Hey. I just want to say thank you. For what you did with Nikki.”

      “She’s in pain, Gavin. Almost like she’s lost and grieving.”

      “That’s exactly what she is,” I said.

      “So what happened?”

      I stared at her. Not yet, darling. Not fucking yet.

      I leaned and gave her a kiss.

      When I pulled back, Olivia touched my face.

      “So are we just going to hide from each other?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. Are you going to just show up in an expensive car? Tell me you’re a business consultant? Not talk about what you’re running from.”

      “I told you what happened,” she said.

      “Right. The little girl. That’s the final piece to something bigger.”

      “Kind of like Nikki getting drunk and driving her car off the road and you covering it up?”

      “Exactly,” I said and pushed away from the counter.

      “I have to leave in a few,” she said. “I have a few meetings today. Can I call you later?”

      “You want to call me?” I asked with a laugh. “Why do I feel like a lot of this happening between us is backwards?”

      “Okay. You call me then.”

      “Are you going to answer?”

      “Only if I’m not busy.”

      I smiled. “You’re really something, Olivia. I hope you know that. I can’t figure it out but I think I like it. I hope you know…”

      I heard a noise outside.

      A second later, Ava came running through the dining room and climbed up into the bay window.

      I hated when she did that. I was always afraid she would push through the glass and get hurt.

      “A plane!” Ava cried out.

      The sound outside was getting louder.

      I went to the window and looked up.

      “No, Ava, that’s not a plane,” I said. “That’s a helicopter. Flying low, too.”

      That was an understatement because a few seconds later I realized just what the helicopter was doing.

      It was dropping down… into my backyard.

      I turned my head and watched as Olivia had a grin on her face. She walked to the living room and grabbed her bag and put it over her shoulder.

      “My ride is here,” she said so calmly.

      “What…”

      “My meeting starts really soon,” she said. “But I didn’t want to miss out on pancakes. So I needed a different ride.”

      “You’re fucking kidding me,” I said.

      “Uncle Gavin!” Ava yelled. “You said the super bad word.”

      “I did,” I said. “Sorry.”

      “You need soap!”

      I walked from the window, ignoring Ava. I watched as Olivia walked to the backdoor off the kitchen. She opened it and went outside. I went after her.

      Right at the fire pit, I grabbed for Olivia’s arm. “Hey, Olivia. What is this?”

      There was a fucking helicopter in my yard. The engine whirring, shaking the ground. The propeller spinning, throwing a breeze that wrestled with the trees and smacked my face over and over.

      Olivia turned to face me and her hair blew in her face. She moved it out of the way, smiling, realizing she had one up on me.

      “I have to go,” she said.

      Olivia stepped toward me one last time and kissed my cheek. Then she said, “I hope I get to see you again. I like this, Gavin.”

      And then she walked away.

      I stood there and watched as she climbed into the helicopter with ease. Meaning she had done it before. She was used to this kind of stuff. The only time I saw a helicopter up close was during a fucking air show when I was a little kid.

      Once she was inside, the helicopter engine whirred even louder. Then it slowly lifted off the ground and rose up before turning and flying away.

      In a matter of a minute, my yard was silent again.

      But my head, heart, everything was buzzing.

      Before I could catch my breath, Nikki appeared next to me.

      “Crazy, huh?” she asked.

      I looked at her. “What the fuck was that?”

      “I know who she is,” Nikki said. “It finally hit me. I had been looking at her, knowing she was familiar.”

      “What are you talking about, Nik?”

      Nikki shoved her phone in my face.

      There was a picture of Olivia. Or a woman that looked like her. This woman wore a really fancy black dress that sparkled like it was covered in diamonds. She had a huge diamond ring on her right hand, one that matched her necklace and earrings. Her hair was done up all fancy, pulled back, showing off her neck and shoulders. She looked beyond elegant. She looked like a super model. Or maybe like a…

      “Princess,” Nikki said. “That’s what they call her.”

      “They? Her?” I asked.

      “Gavin. She’s called The Princess. Her father’s name is Sterling and he’s this ruthless business guy. But she’s everywhere in the city. Super rich. Super fancy. Always getting her picture taken. Always wearing stuff like this. Doing big and expensive things. That’s why everyone calls her The Princess.”

      “What?” I asked. I shook my head.

      I looked to the sky.

      There was no evidence of Olivia being at my place except for the taste of her lips on my lips.

      I looked at Nikki.

      I looked at the phone again.

      The picture of this insanely beautiful woman. Dressed up so much. But I had seen her in jeans and a hoodie and she looked just as beautiful.

      Aside from all of that, there was one question that I had.

      What the hell was Olivia doing with me?
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      Andy snuck into the room and bit her bottom lip, terrified she was going to get in trouble. She brought me a bottle of water and a bottle of super healthy green juice. The meeting was for a nonprofit building to set up an education center right outside a rougher part of the city. The goal was to help kids have somewhere to go before school and after school to work on anything they may need help with. The hard part wasn’t just the funding, but to find people who wanted to work there. The original notion was to have it be a voluntary position, but I pushed for paid workers so we could attract the attention of qualified teachers.

      Of course, for my father, just having the wooden stake in the ground with his empire on the sign was good enough for now. It showed intention and intention was all he needed to point, smile, and make himself appear better than everyone else in the room.

      The meeting ended sooner than I hoped when the lead financial guy - Tony - showed that funding had all but dried up and that there had been a few requested withdrawals.

      I listened, nodded, in a sad way knowing my place there. I was a figurehead. I was there to have my picture taken so that it would appear in newspapers and local magazines, proclaiming that my father and The Princess were forever working for the better good of the city.

      The truth was far different.

      If the fund had no money then the project would become stale. And it would eventually fall apart.

      I asked for a copy of the financials and Tony laughed. He winked and exited the room.

      I sat at the long conference table feeling a little empty.

      Whitney came into the room, dressed like she was about to go out for a night on the town. Big black sunglasses on her face. A coffee in her hand. A diamond laced bag hooked over her elbow. She walked to the table and put everything down.

      “How was your night?” she asked.

      “Good.”

      “You were in that little town again. Nasty girl.”

      “Not quite,” I said. “Just visiting.”

      “Visiting,” Whitney said. “I visited someone last night. Hedge fund manager with an apartment that was all glass. Let me just say that my handprints go from top to bottom… and not just on the glass either.”

      “Wow,” I said. “Thanks for that visual.”

      “Hey, did you lock all that down yet? I mean, with the town?”

      “I’m not talking about it,” I said.

      “Right. Classified. I’m the enemy, huh? Well, I got a tour of that town myself. It’s a great blueprint town. Meaning if it gets fucked up, nobody has to know.”

      “Except the people there?”

      “The people? They aren’t people. They’re like rats, you know? Just looking for a scrap of food or something. It’s better off probably. How do people live like that?”

      I felt my anger rising. Sometimes I wanted to slap Whitney.

      Before I could retort, the door opened and in came my father.

      Whitney quickly popped up and grabbed her stuff. Ninety-nine percent of the world was terrified of my father.

      Not Whitney.

      She got right in front of him. She grabbed his tie. Anyone else who did that would have paid dearly. But not Whitney. She slowly stroked my father’s tie, smiling.

      “You look good, Sterling,” she said in a purring voice.

      “As do you. Tell your father I said hello.”

      “You know, there’s a really good way to get his attention…”

      I turned my head. I couldn’t stand the mindless flirting. Not to mention it was gross. Whitney was six months younger than me.

      “How is your father?” my father asked Whitney.

      “You know him. Forever working. I was actually just talking to Olivia. She was back in our favorite little town last night. She really wants the jump on this. I better hurry and tell my father. So he can get the jump on you, Sterling.”

      “He can be an Olympic pole vaulter and still not jump higher than me, Whitney.”

      She giggled like a fool and kissed my father’s cheek.

      Then she left.

      My father looked right at me. “I knew you had it in you. You get what I want?”

      “Not exactly,” I said. “It’s not as easy…”

      “Yes it is. Money. Money is easy. Money is king. Money is everything. I just need to know where to hit the weak spot.”

      Oh, let me see… his business is barely alive because he keeps everyone else afloat. There’s a huge secret he’s hiding regarding Nikki and Ava… something to do with his brother that he won’t talk about. Nikki is depressed and grieving so I assume Gavin’s brother…

      “Olivia, look at me.”

      I looked at my father. “Yes?”

      “The weak spot.”

      I swallowed hard. “Why did you take money out of the funding account for the education center?”

      My father waved a hand. “We knew what that project was for. Hardly any good can come of it once it’s built. It’ll get run over with issues and tarnish my name.”

      “The Sterling name,” I said.

      “Exactly.”

      “You never use our last name. What’s wrong with Breckning?”

      My father’s nostrils flared. He put his fists to the conference table. “I built this. Not you. Not anyone else that has the last name. Sterling built this.”

      I stood up. “Well, I wish I had more for you but I don’t.”

      “You spent the night there and have nothing?”

      I looked at my father. Years taught me how to be as fake as he was. Or maybe it was just in my genes.

      “I left in a helicopter to get out of there. It’s not worth the time or the effort.”

      “It’s my money,” my father growled. “I decide the time and effort. If I don’t move on this…” He pushed away from the table and pointed to the door. “I bet you Whitney is on her way there right now. I will not lose this opportunity, Olivia. And I don’t expect my daughter to let me down. After all I’ve done for you. Given to you.”

      “And I’ve given right back,” I said. “I’ve spoken at events. Organized events. Took care of business while you were tending to other business. Forever keeping potential clientele happy.”

      “What about Parker?” he asked. “Those pictures of you and him were perfect.”

      “My heart is not for sale.”

      My father laughed. “Try me, Olivia. There’s a number for everything in life.”

      “Not here,” I said. “Not with that. Not with Parker.”

      “Look, it’s simple, Olivia. The Princess meets her Prince. You make this work. I get a leg up in the financial world for a little while. Best case you have a kid with him. Then it can fall apart.”

      “So I become a single mother?”

      “Not the single mother’s you’re used to seeing. You know that.” My father touched my face. “I would never let anything happen to you. But this is what we’re building. You can be the hard nosed bitch that kicked the Prince out for not being a King… and then take his empire.”

      I swallowed hard when I saw the greed and hate in my father’s eyes. I was not comfortable with anything he was suggesting.

      “I think I better go,” I said.

      “Olivia, I want to make something clear. Your mother knew what I wanted to achieve. She supported it.”

      “Was that why you had me?” I asked. “So you would look better? Have that family image?”

      My father grinned. “You get feisty like her sometimes, you know that?”

      I opened the conference room door. “Before you ask, no, I’m not done with that town. Let me do this my way.”

      “Of course, Olivia. And best of luck on your upcoming event for that poor little girl. I’ve petitioned the hospital to have a section named after her. In your honor for her. It’ll cost well into seven figures, but I know you’re good at bringing that back to me.”

      I left the conference room and had to get out of the building.

      Andy was with me when we got outside. There were a few people lingering around with thousands more all walking. Car horns beeping. The rush-rush life of the city. Someone always ready to run you over if you weren’t going to run someone else over.

      “You look stressed,” Andy said. “Why don’t we…”

      “Take the rest of the day off,” I said.

      “What? I can’t do that. We have…”

      “Nothing,” I said. “Clear it all out, Andy. I’m not available. I have to do something else.”

      “Okay. Where are we going?”

      I threw my left hand into the air and waved for a cab. Could you believe I never did that before? Living in the city my entire life… I was used to a car waiting, just like the one I stood next to.

      “Olivia…”

      “That’s for you,” I said. I walked to the cab and opened the backdoor. I nodded. “Go. Now.”

      “I don’t like this,” Andy said. “What are you up to?”

      I took money out of my bag and handed it to the driver. “Take her wherever she wants to go.

      “Hey, I know you!” the driver said. “You’re The Princess…”

      “So don’t piss me off,” I said to the driver. Then I looked at Andy. “That goes for you too. Don’t piss me off, Andy.”

      “Olivia, you have to give me a hint here. If your father calls. If something…”

      I touched her arm. “I have to be somewhere. Alone. I have to do something.”

      “Just give me something.”

      “Fine.”

      I thought for a second and then gave her a name.

      “Gavin.”
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      Gavin agreed to meet me just about halfway. I was a little closer to him than he was to me, but whatever. The driver parked in a little parking lot at what looked like a roadside ice cream place, but it was a small pizza shop. There were two picnic tables outside, and it felt so good to eat a real lunch. Not some flown in, fresh caught, weird sauce kind of lunch that was served on a giant plate and took two bites to eat.

      A little pizza grease was sometimes good for the soul.

      Hell, it eased my twisted stomach.

      Only until I saw Gavin’s truck swing into the parking lot.

      He got out and had a cigarette between his lips. He was everything I wasn’t. He was the opposite of everyone I knew. If Parker stood six feet tall, a perfect height, wearing a custom fit suit, a tie that matched his eyes, sporting a three hundred dollar haircut and a ten thousand dollar smile, Gavin was… so opposite. Gavin was six-six, arms packed with muscle, one arm with tattoos. He plucked his cigarette from his mouth, threw it to the ground and stepped on it. His boots were beat up and definitely not shining. His jeans were stained and worn, doing wonders for his tree trunk like legs. His t-shirt came up to the button of his jeans, as filthy as his hands, a man’s t-shirt. Everything earned through working with his hands… and his heart.

      It left me breathless as he walked toward the table.

      He put a foot up on the one bench and grinned at me.

      A man I had no business being attracted to, let alone do what I was about to do.

      “Gavin,” I said.

      “You look fucking gorgeous, Olivia,” he said. “Or should I call you Princess?”

      I froze. I swallowed hard. “What?”

      “Nikki recognized you. Showed me a picture after you left. What’s the deal there?”

      “You want some pizza?”

      “No.”

      “Right. I just wanted to be someone else for once, Gavin.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Exactly what I said. I sometimes get tired of it all, okay? Being something like that. And sometimes for every good thing there’s a bad thing.”

      “Like that little girl that died?”

      “Yeah.” And plenty other stuff, Gavin. “It’s not what it seems.”

      “Seems like you’re stinking rich. Which makes me wonder why the hell you’re in my town, in my house, in my arms…”

      “All of that was real,” I said and grabbed for him. I stood up and moved around the picnic table. “I swear.”

      “Was real?”

      “Is real. Whatever, Gavin. Listen to me, I have to tell you something. You cannot get mad.”

      “Most conversations that start out like that are the ones that get me mad.”

      “Ever hear of a company named Sterling? The Sterling Empire?”

      “No, sorry, I don’t get fancy newspapers delivered to my door dipped in gold.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Jesus, Gavin. I’m not being rude to you. I’m asking a question.”

      “Fine. I don’t know who Sterling is.”

      “The company,” I said. “But the man behind it all is my father. And I’m… I’m The Princess. My mother died when I was young and this is all I know.”

      “So you’re not a business consultant?”

      “Not exactly. I do work for my father’s company. I’m not just some rich snobby girl. I work, Gavin. Not like you do, but I do work.”

      “Okay. So why the halfway meeting here? Huh? Am I on camera or something? You meeting with some scummy looking guy to build your image?”

      “No,” I said. “I would never think of you as that. I’m just trying to tell you what I can.”

      “What you can. What does that mean?”

      “You’ve been hiding yourself from me too, Gavin. Whatever the situation is with Nikki and Ava.”

      “Whoa, whoa, darling,” he said.

      When he said darling my heart fluttered.

      “You don’t get to bring my family into this,” he said. “You spent all of two days in my town and you think you belong in the shit? I appreciate what you did for Nikki. Helping out. But don’t get confused here…”

      “You won’t even tell me anything about your brother?”

      Gavin stepped back. He ran a hand through his hair. “What is this? Are you setting me the fuck up? Are you some reporter? Trying to get the story here?”

      “What story? I’m not a reporter. I… I don’t know, Gavin, I like you. I like being near you. I know it’s crazy to say that.”

      “You know what, fine,” he said. “Nikki got pregnant by my brother, okay? She gave birth to Ava. Ava never met her father though. Okay? Let those numbers roll through your head for a second there. My brother fell in love with Nikki when we were all seven years old. And he waited for her. And he got her. And just when everything looked damn near perfect… he died. Okay? There it is, Olivia. My fucking brother is dead. He never met his daughter. And Nikki still isn’t over it.”

      I swallowed hard. “Oh, Gavin.”

      “No. It’s not Oh, Gavin. No. It’s life. It’s the way shit goes. Sometimes you’re rich and sometimes you’re not.” He paused. He looked away. “Anything else here?”

      “Yes,” I said. My mouth went dry. “My father… he has a plan for your town, Gavin. I swear on everything I didn’t know what was happening until after I was there and gone.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “My father wants to buy your garage. The land. A lot more. He wants to rebuild the town his way. Which is usually to profit him and nobody else. But I don’t want that for you. For anyone…”

      Gavin grinned and looked away again. He shook his head. “Fuck me. So that’s what this is. You show up at the bar with your friend. The two of you working any angle you can to get attention. And I gave you attention.”

      “I just told you I didn’t know…”

      “Whatever,” Gavin said. “I’ve got nothing else to say here, Olivia. You got what you wanted from me I guess.”

      “No, I didn’t.” I ran after him and grabbed his hand. I put my hand into his. His rough hand. His strong hand. “Gavin, I promise…”

      He shook his head. “I don’t want to hear another word. Have your helicopter fly you somewhere else, Olivia. Do not come near me again. My town. The bar. My garage. My house. And if your father wants to destroy everything, then bring it the fuck on.”

      “I want to help you, Gavin. I can help you. We can help each other here…”

      He pulled away from me. “Serves me fucking right. I let my guard down for one minute, Olivia. One fucking minute.” He slapped his hand to the hood of his truck. “And this is what happens.”

      “I’m telling you the truth, Gavin,” I said. I felt my heart twisting. “I swear…”

      Gavin got into the truck and backed up. He then flew forward and the back of his truck cut left to right, throwing rocks as he sped away.

      I took two steps and breathed in the dust that lingered in the air.

      I really hadn’t known what to expect by telling him the truth. A part of me wished he would have understood what I was trying to do. But I couldn’t blame him for being mad.

      I sat on the bench of the picnic table and covered my mouth.

      My heart ached.

      I didn’t ask for this bullshit in life. Neither did Gavin. That’s why we clicked.

      “Ma’am?” a voice asked.

      I turned my head and the driver of the car stood a little way away.

      He nodded to me.

      I touched the corner of my eye and nodded back. “I’m okay.”

      “Just making sure,” he said. “What’s next?”

      “Right now I need you to go back into the car.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      I sat there, alone, and thought for a little bit.

      Gavin could be mad at me and he probably had the right to be that.

      Maybe I had fucked up. Maybe I hadn’t fucked up.

      I didn’t know.

      In so many ways this was new for me.

      Finally, I stood up.

      Left to right, there were two choices. Go back or go forward.

      Then an idea came to me. I smiled.

      I ran toward the car and the driver hurried to get out.

      I put my hand out.

      “Ma’am?”

      “Do you have a phone on you?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Good.” I walked around him and grabbed at the open driver’s door. “You’re going to need to call for a ride.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Sorry,” I said.

      Then I got into the car and shut the door. I hurried to put the private car into drive and sped away, kicking up rocks.

      I looked in the mirror and saw the shock on the driver’s face.

      I gave a wave that he wouldn’t be able to see through the dark tinted back window.

      But face it, I wasn’t waving at the driver.

      I was waving at the life I knew… risking everything for a man I barely knew.
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        A Little Bit of Mud

      

    
    
      
        (Gavin)

      

       

      I stopped by the garage and knew it was a mistake to do so. Donny and Rich were each working on a car. There were a few vehicles waiting. Hank was on his knees with a pickup truck jacked up on one side, the tire off, looking like he was checking the brakes. There was a second where I surveyed everything. The building was on its last leg. It needed a new roof a year ago. The white paint was chipped everywhere. Shit, anyone who drove by the place that wasn’t from town would think it was a shutdown building. More than a handful of vehicles lingered around, skeletons of the vehicles they used to be.

      It was like we were a garage and junkyard all at the same time.

      The pavement cracked and uneven, no lines for any organized parking.

      Even the office door… it was faded, dirty around the edges, the doorknob wiggly and black from years of being stained by grease.

      I couldn’t believe I stood there and picked apart everything wrong with the garage. And at the same time, I wondered just what in the hell anyone would want by offering me money for the place. It made me think of Harper and what he said to me. The son of a bitch wasn’t lying. But someone wanting to come through town and build? How would that play out? And what kind of money would I get for the garage?

      I gritted my teeth when I saw Rich walk over to Donny and punch him in the arm. Donny nodded. Rich thumbed toward the outside of the garage. The two then took a smoke break, standing there, talking and laughing.

      That was the essence of the town. Working hard, having a smoke break, getting back to work. Money wasn’t going to change it. Money would ruin it. Money would…

      “Boy, I’d love to know what’s going through your mind right now.”

      I turned my head and Hank stood there, holding a set of brake pads in his hand.

      “I didn’t even hear you walking toward me,” I said.

      “Shows how deep in thought you are.”

      “Everything okay?”

      “Brakes are shot,” Hank said. “Rotors too. He’s going to be pissed.”

      “Want me to call?”

      “No,” Hank said. “Me and Bart go way back. Shit, we dug by hand the ground to help get the foundation ready for some of the houses back behind Grove Street.”

      “You actually worked at some point in your life?” I asked.

      “Yeah. Funny, Gavin. Funny.”

      “Hey, Hank. Gus.”

      “Gus?”

      “He just settled up in here, huh? And just waited to die. Is that what it’s all about?”

      “Nah,” Hank said. “Gus found his spot and just kept it warm. The town needed him. The town needs this place. We all need each other, Gavin.”

      “That we do,” I said. “That we do.” I looked over at the brake pads in Hank’s hand. “Whoever you’re calling… just make it right.”

      “Always do.”

      I walked forward and skipped Donny and Rich.

      I went into the office.

      There was a smell that itched my nose. The smell of the garage could never be covered up, no matter how many air fresheners we hung up in the one corner of the office.

      Behind my desk I looked at the bills. I opened the drawer and checked the deposit bag. I slammed the drawer shut and punched the stack of mail on the desk.

      I opened the door to the garage and whistled.

      Donny and Rich appeared.

      “Close it up,” I announced. “Finish those two cars and lock the doors. Take an early night.”

      I shut the door and walked out of the office.

      I got into my truck and drove away from the garage. My garage. My business. The thing that supported me and broke me down at the same time. I had to get away from it.

      And I didn’t want to go home either.

      Home made me think of her. Of Olivia. A stark reminder that I let my guard down just a little. When she showed up at the bar things should have been very clear. And when she threw up outside my truck, I should have grabbed her phone and called for her fucking friend. But I left a sliver of opportunity there and she took it. Of course she took it. She was trained to do that. The world of business in the big city taught her how to work her way into my life.

      But what didn’t make sense… why my house? Why stand there and want to learn how to split firewood? Why curl up in my arms in front of the fire? And why the fuck did she want to know about Luke?

      I was angry by the time I punched open the door to the bar. Finn was behind the counter, a wrench in his hand. He looked at me and looked at the clock on the wall.

      “Little early?”

      “Make it cold,” I said.

      Dinky had the mug of beer on the bar before I took my seat.

      Finn came walking down, dirty flannel sleeves rolled up his thick arms. His beard was unkempt while his hair was slicked back with grease. He looked like he was auditioning for a car movie in the sixties and never got the part and never changed his look.

      “On me,” Finn said, nodding to the mug of beer.

      “I already knew that,” I said.

      Finn smiled. “Rough day?”

      “No. Not at all.”

      I grabbed the mug and took a drink.

      “Had to check two of the lines,” Finn said. “Might have to call Charlie in to do some work.”

      “That’ll be great,” I said.

      “Enjoy your beer,” Finn said. “I’m about to head out.”

      “Busy night ahead?”

      “Always,” Finn said.

      He laughed. I laughed.

      Finn took care of the bar during the day until Dinky would wander down and take over. Then Finn would go home, heat up a TV dinner in the microwave, sip whiskey, and pass out. He lived in the house his father left him. In some fucked up way, I don’t think Finn ever got over the death of his parents or accepted his fate of owning the bar in town.

      But that was his life.

      I focused on my life as I downed the first beer.

      The bar started to get a little noisier, which I welcomed.

      Rich and Donny showed up. The rest of the regulars popped in after work. Everyone wanting to share their war stories for the day.

      I checked in with Nikki to make sure she was sober and that Ava was taken care of. Thankfully on that front, it was good. I didn’t tell her about Olivia or that I told Olivia about Luke. Then again, I hadn’t really told Olivia the entire story of Luke.

      Looking across the bar, I shook my head. We used to all sit on that side of the bar. That’s when we were young and free. When being wild was normal. With our hearts roaming, sometimes confused, forever falling in love again and again. But for Luke, he knew what he wanted. Even if Nikki always didn’t.

      I rubbed my jaw, wanting to chase all that shit away.

      Dinky poured me another beer and asked, “Where’s your friend tonight?”

      “Not a friend. Just a thing. That’s done.”

      “Done, huh?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure of that, Gavin.”

      “Why?”

      “I was just out back for a little air and I saw her getting out of a car.”
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      I stood and turned. Dinky grabbed my arm.

      “Hey, what’s wrong? What happened?”

      “None of your damn business,” I said.

      “Look, Gavin, a woman like that doesn’t come around here often.”

      “Exactly the problem,” I said.

      “She looks at you a certain way.”

      “Fuck off, Dinky,” I said. “We were here for an hour and that was the first time we met.”

      “Still. It’s always about the eyes, Gavin. Just like the way Stacey used to look at your brother.”

      I made a fist and showed it to Dinky. “You want to go down that road right now?”

      “I’m serious. She would look at him in a way that he looked at Nikki. And you, Gavin, you were always in the middle of that storm. And I’m not just talking about the way that woman from the city looks at you. You looking at her…”

      I pulled away from the bar.

      That’s when the door opened and in came Olivia.

      Just like the first time, our eyes locked tight.

      The rest of the bar seemed to just fade out to a murmur.

      Olivia walked toward me so I did the logical thing.

      I grabbed my beer mug off the bar and walked out of the back of the bar.

      The parking lot was dimly lit as I walked toward my truck. I opened the back of my truck and turned, jumping up to the bed.

      Olivia was right there though, dead set on following me.

      “Gavin,” she said.

      I slid off the truck and reached into my pocket. I took out all the money I had and threw it at her.

      “That’s all I’ve got for now,” I said. “Wait, you’re supposed to pay me though, right?”

      Olivia grabbed for her phone, hit a few buttons and then placed it to the bed of the truck. On the screen was a picture of a little girl. Bright eyes. Bright face. Smiling big. Holding an ice cream cone that was way too big for her to eat. Each scoop of ice cream a different flavor.

      I looked at Olivia.

      “Now swipe,” she said.

      I did.

      The next picture was the same girl but a different look.

      I quickly put the phone down.

      “Guilt?”

      “Honesty,” Olivia said.

      “That’s the girl.”

      “Abigail,” she said.

      “What does that have to do with any of this?”

      “I didn’t lie to you, Gavin. The first night I came here was just to come here. The girl I was with, Whitney. She’s a total bitch. She wanted to come here and hook up with someone.”

      “And you?”

      “I just wanted to get away for a night. Because of what happened to Abigail. I had nowhere to turn for… whatever. It doesn’t matter about me. That first night I wasn’t here for anything but what happened.”

      “The second time?” I asked.

      Why was I giving her the time of day now?

      The question lingered in my mind. I refused to believe that I was talking to Olivia just because she was beautiful. Or because as much as I wanted to call her a fucking liar she had a genuine sense about her.

      But I stood there, leaning against my truck, listening.

      “I’m supposed to speak at a memorial for Abigail,” she said. “My father told me his plan for this town. Made it clear that if I don’t play his game he won’t let me be at Abigail’s memorial.”

      “Sounds like a nice guy,” I said.

      “He’s not.”

      “That was sarcasm, darling.”

      “I know. But I’m telling you, my father is not a good person. And the whole princess thing was not my doing. I lost my mother so young, Gavin. I knew nothing but what I was told and shown. This is not who I am.”

      “Then who are you?” I asked.

      “The person telling you the truth. Of why I was here. What my father wants to do. And I’m here again…”

      “Why?”

      “To help.”

      “Help. You’re going to keep your father from destroying this town?”

      “I’ll try my hardest.”

      I laughed. I pushed away from the truck. I shook my head. “Why should I believe a word you say?”

      Olivia grabbed my arm with both hands. I turned my head and saw the look in her eyes. She was damn near in tears.

      “I’ll lose everything,” she whispered. “My father, the all powerful Sterling, doesn’t care about family. He’s got a guy picked out for me to marry. He wants me to have a baby with this guy. Then he wants me to divorce the guy. All to build the name. The business. The brand. The empire. It’s all at my feet. Millions of dollars. But I’m standing here, looking at you.”

      “How cute,” I said. “The rich girl wants the poor guy, huh? What is this, some fucking kid’s fairy tale?”

      “No, Gavin, it’s not.”

      “So you came the second time so you could get your memorial for that girl? So what do I do now? Huh? Sell my garage and the land so you can ease your heart? Sorry, darling, that’s not my fucking job.”

      “You don’t have to be a total asshole to me right now.”

      “Go get in your car and tell your driver to take you home. Where you belong.”

      “I drove myself.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I kicked the driver out and stole the car. To come see you.”

      She stared at me. I saw honesty in her eyes and that pissed me off even more.

      “I know what it’s like to lose someone,” she said. “And I’m not afraid of your life, Gavin. You don’t deserve to be alone either. You make me feel like I’m a real person. You didn’t see me as The Princess. And I don’t see you however you see yourself in the mirror. That has to mean something.”

      I had a decision to make.

      I looked across the lot. Then back at my truck.

      “Hope you have a change of shoes.”

      “Why?”

      “It rained here today. Things are a little muddy.”

      “So?”

      “Get in the truck,” I said.

      “Gavin…”

      “Don’t make me regret this because I know I will.”

      I grabbed my beer and put the mug down next to the dumpster. I watched Olivia open the door and climb into the truck.

      What the fuck was I doing?

      It felt like I was stupidly falling for a woman that was way out of my reach.

      Then again, she was sitting in the passenger seat of my truck, right?

      She wasn’t that far out of reach at all…
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      The first step she took she sank right into the wet ground. She let out a yell and grabbed for my hand. Next thing I knew, we were holding hands. Her other hand clutching my arm, using me for balance.

      Now, I figured some rich woman like her would be grossed out by mud. Would do anything to get out of it.

      Not Olivia.

      She walked and laughed each time she sank into the ground.

      Again, the mystery of this woman…

      I stopped right where I wanted to stop.

      A massive oak tree.

      I pointed to the initials that were carved into the tree way too fucking long ago.

      I had to use my cellphone as a flashlight.

      “That’s me,” I said.

      There was a N and a G with a heart around it.

      “Who is N?” Olivia asked.

      “Natasha,” I said. “Old flame.”

      “Something bad happen?”

      “No. We just weren’t meant to be,” I said. “She left town and has a new life. Look under that.”

      There was another heart with letters in it. L. N. A slash at the N. A S above that. A slash through that.

      Olivia looked at me.

      “Luke, Nikki, Stacey,” I said. “But the reason I brought you here, Liv, was this was where Luke was laid to rest. His ashes. Right here.”

      “Oh…”

      “This was the spot for us. Me and him together, growing up, hanging at this tree. You can’t see it, but there’s a creek right down there. We’d dam it up and go swimming. Or we’d walk the creek for hours. We’d sleep out here. We had the greatest talks of our life out here. When everything went wrong at home, we at least had each other. I was two years older than Luke. I took care of him. He was my little sidekick, Liv. Sometimes a pain in the ass.”

      “I’m sorry you lost him.”

      “Our old man left us when we were young. Luke took it really hard. I didn’t though. Maybe being older I saw things differently than he did.” I backed up and leaned against a tree. I grabbed for a smoke. I couldn’t believe I was telling her this shit. “My mother worked as hard as she could. I was fifteen when she fell asleep at the wheel of her car coming home from work. She luckily didn’t hurt anyone but herself. In the blink of an eye me and Luke were alone. We were going to get thrown into the system but a guy named Gus fudged some papers to keep things level. He pretended to be our father. He gave me a job at the garage. I own that garage now, darling.”

      Olivia gasped. “Wow. I didn’t know…”

      “Of course you didn’t. I don’t tell anyone this shit. I take care of what’s important around me to keep it close so it doesn’t get away. I didn’t do that with Luke. He wanted to fly out of this town, and I let him.”

      I hung my head. I dropped the smoke and stepped on it.

      A second later I felt Olivia touch my face. She forced me to lift my head. I looked down at her.

      “Gavin, I promise I’m not here to hurt you.”

      “Then why are you really here?”

      “I care about you. It’s crazy, I know. And I want you to… show me what it’s like, Gavin. To have a normal life.”

      “Nothing about me is normal, Liv.”

      Her nails scratched at my face. “I know that. But that’s what I want. I like messy. I’ve lived in messy. But I want… you…”

      My hands slowly grabbed for her hips.

      I pulled her close.

      She felt good.

      She felt like comfort. Real comfort.

      “I’m sorry, Gavin. For everything. But I’m not lying to you. You have to know if I wanted to hurt you I could.”

      “So what’s it like?”

      “What?”

      “Being rich? Powerful? Being a princess?” I asked.

      Olivia shook her head. “Right now it’s terrifying.”

      “Why?”

      “Because when I look at you, Gavin, I feel… powerless. Like you’re the one in control of everything. I’m not used to that.”

      “Well, darling. Here’s the truth. You’re in my town. You’re in my arms. You’re in my eyes. So right now, that makes you mine…”
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      I took her to get her car. And she followed me home. I honestly didn’t know what the hell I was doing other than chasing something that resembled a pulse inside my chest. Rich girl, princess girl, whatever she was, I didn’t see that in Olivia. Maybe I’d come to regret that, but she found a way to twist that rusted key that opened my heart and when that happened, there was no turning back.

      When I pulled into the driveway, her car pulled right up next to my truck. I looked over and Olivia looked at me. There was this quick reflection in her eyes that just shook me. Part of me wanted to believe she was nothing but a liar but part of me saw something so real inside her.

      So I took a fucking chance because I had nothing to lose. Her old man wanted to come through town and rip it apart? Have at it. There was nothing in town. There was nothing he could do to revive anything. The way I saw things, the town itself would slowly die on its own.

      I got out of the truck as she got out of the car.

      We met at the front of her car just as it started to rain again. I put my hand out and she took it. We ran to the porch but she kept pulling at me, wanting me to slow down.

      “What are you doing?” I finally called out to her as we stood at the bottom of the porch steps.

      Olivia broke away from me and put her arms out. She stepped back, smiling.

      “I never stood in the rain before.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “Ever. I never stood in the rain. I never put my head back and tasted it. I never jumped in a puddle of mud.”

      She put her head back and started to spin.

      The cool rain pelted my head and my neck as I shook my head.

      “You going to stay out here all night?” I asked her.

      “I just might! Come on, Gavin! Dance in the rain!”

      I shook my head again.

      She could play the free card all she wanted. She could come to this shithole of a town, drink in our shitty bar, play in the rain, feel like she was one of us… but she was far from that. Tomorrow she’d wake up as the rich girl she was. She could get into the car and drive back to her million dollar lifestyle. And yet I had fell enough to let her into my heart a little and talk about Luke.

      I turned and went up the steps and opened the door. I gave a whistle and Jesse slowly trotted through the house and out the front door. He hesitated at the top of the porch but I gave him a little nudge with my boot. He growled and then moved into the yard.

      I stood at the top step and watched as Olivia finally hurried forward and up the porch. She was wet but not soaked. There was a small sting of disappointment in me though. If she had been soaked… those clothes would have been hugging her body tighter. She would have needed to get out of those soaking wet clothes too.

      “Hey,” she said. Her hand touched my face, her pointer finger running across my jaw. “Thank you for telling me about your brother.”

      I only told you a little, darling. Not the entire thing yet.

      “If you’re being as honest as you say, then I should thank you.”

      “I am, Gavin. I am.”

      “So let me ask you something. What your father has planned now, here, with me, that’s probably not the first time. So did you warn people the other times?”

      Olivia hung her head.

      I caught the smell of whatever expensive shampoo she used. It was a smell so unique I’d never forget it.

      “Damn,” I whispered. “So why me?”

      Olivia looked up at me again. Her hands then touched my chest. I felt her fingers slightly spread. She was exploring. I didn’t mind. Then she moved to her toes so she could reach my chin.

      Her lips grazed my scruff. “I don’t know, Gavin. He’s never done something like this. Going into a town. He’s had other real estate deals but I was never involved. But everything with him is about his wealth and his image. And I’ve been stuck in that world for so many years. I told you, I came here to just get away. And when I look at you and when I’m with you, I feel like I’m away from it all. I feel like I can breathe.”

      A small crack of thunder echoed in the distance followed by a slow rumble.

      I reached up and touched her cheek. My callused, dirty hand against her soft, sweet cheek. I was a mechanic. She was a princess. It didn’t make sense. It wasn’t going to work, ever.

      But at least we had tonight… again.
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      She huddled up at the dining room table with her hands around a coffee mug. I couldn’t remember the last time I had coffee so late. She sat in my chair at the head of the table, which was fine. As much as I couldn’t figure out what was happening, there was a calming sense to it all. So calming.

      “So where do Nikki and Ava live?” Olivia asked.

      “An apartment about ten minutes from here. There’s only two apartment buildings in town. I’m sure your father would like to triple that, huh?”

      “I don’t want to talk about that right now, Gavin.”

      “I don’t think I can just forget about it. Because it’s a losing situation either way.”

      “How so?”

      “I can sell. I probably should. The garage is underwater. You see what I do. So if some rich guy shows up and wants to throw cash at me, how can I not take it? Toss the money into an account, live here, find something else to do. I’m sure I could wrestle your father into paying a lot more than what I should get. If he wants it that bad. Basic economics, darling.”

      “That’s sexy when you talk so smart.”

      I laughed. “Meaning I’m dumb?”

      “No. Gavin. I didn’t…”

      “Dirty hands, dirty clothes, I get it,” I said. “But I’m smarter than you think. So is everyone else in this town. So if I get rid of my shit, I get some cash. But I lose everything in this town. Or I stand my ground and live this life of balance. Do I pay the electric bill or do I pay the taxes on the building? You know?”

      “You give a lot, Gavin.”

      “It’s what I do. Nikki and Ava deserve better. I can’t give what they really want. So I give what they need.”

      “What do they want?”

      “Luke,” I said.

      Olivia swallowed hard and nodded. “Damn.”

      “There was a flicker of a moment when I thought maybe me and Nikki could… but there’s no way. She’s a sister to me and always will be. And every time I watch her fall and hurt herself I just feel more empty inside. She can’t help it. What would you do? She shows up at the garage and has no money to pay her rent. Is behind on daycare payments for Ava. Trying to work extra shifts at the diner to keep things going. And I have a bag of cash in the drawer.”

      “That cash is to pay your bills for your business,” Olivia said.

      “I know. But that cash could ease Nikki’s burdens. Which eases Ava’s. Which lets me keep my promise to my brother. To always take care of him. And I fucked up with him so I won’t fuck up with his family.”

      Olivia reached across the table and touched my hand. She squeezed at it. She had a glistening in her eyes.

      “You’re a really good person, Gavin. You deserve more. I want to help you.”

      I took my hand away. “No. I don’t want anyone’s help, darling. Now tell me about your speech and whatever else is going on.”

      I stood up and had to get away from the table for a second. I had to stop talking about Luke. The thing was… I had nobody to talk to Luke about. When I stood there and had to face the news, all eyes were on me. I was the one in front of it all. Not a single person was able to share that burden with me and for me. Until now. And that was a scary situation to be thrown into.

      I walked to the backdoor in the kitchen and opened it.

      Olivia stood up and took the thick blanket off her shoulders and draped it over the chair.

      “I honestly don’t know…”

      Jesse came barging into the house. Now that dog had a really nice doghouse, which he always used in the rain. I would never leave him outside to suffer in bad weather. Remember that. And at his age, Jesse would trot around in the rain, go to the bathroom, and then curl up in his doghouse until I let him back inside.

      Tonight he had a sudden burst of energy.

      As I turned, I saw Olivia step into the kitchen. Jesse was right there. His eyes went wide when he saw Olivia. His tail wagged like he was a puppy. And for the first time in a long time, Jesse jumped at someone. For a second I thought it was to protect the house. Or maybe he was finally losing his damn mind for good. But he barked - a happy bark - as his muddy paws slid along the front of Olivia’s shirt.

      “Jesse!” I growled.

      Olivia put her hands to the dog’s head and smiled. “It’s okay.”

      Jesse barked again, tail going faster. He started to give her his paw, smacking her over and over, so excited.

      It had been years since I’d seen him that excited about life.

      In a matter of seconds, Olivia had gone from finally being dry from the rain to now being covered in wet mud.

      I snapped my fingers. “Jesse, lay down.”

      The dog flattened out on the kitchen floor. His tail kept wagging. His big eyes stared up at Olivia.

      “I’m sorry, Liv.”

      “No. I don’t care. I’ve never seen him active like that.”

      “Me neither,” I said. “At least not for years.”

      Jesse looked back at me.

      Moving in on my woman, huh? Damn dog.

      Jesse made a sighing growl and put his head down again.

      Oliva crouched and petted his head. “That’s okay, Jesse. It’s just mud. It washes off.” She looked up at me. “Right?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Right.”

      When Olivia stood up, I realized just how good Jesse had gotten her. Streaks of mud down the front of her shirt to her pants. I didn’t even want to know how much the outfit cost.

      “I can give you a change of clothes,” I said. “Nikki has stuff here. Or one of my shirts. Uh… if you want to get changed. Laundry is in the basement.”

      “Sure,” Olivia said.

      “If you go upstairs, take a right. First door on your right is a spare bedroom. I’ll put some clothes at the door. Sorry about Jesse.”

      “Gavin, seriously, I don’t care. I don’t want you to think of me any different, okay? What you’re seeing is the real me. Right here.”

      “Covered in mud?” I asked.

      “Life is dirty, Gavin. We both know that.”

      Olivia then walked away from me.

      I looked down at Jesse. He looked up at me without moving his head. His tail started to wag.

      “So that’s all it took to bring you to life, huh? A beautiful woman?”

      Jesse let out a bark without opening his mouth.

      I nodded.

      “Yeah, I know the feeling.” I looked forward at the chair where Olivia had been sitting. “I know the feeling. I feel alive too…”
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      I grabbed an old flannel from the back of my closet. I found a pair of sweatpants too that had ties so Olivia could try and see if they’d fit her. She was going to look really goofy but whatever, right? She’d get her expensive clothes washed and dried and then be back to her normal image.

      Or at least she could sleep in the flannel and then raid Nikki’s stuff tomorrow. I was not going to go through the stuff she left behind in the other room. Last thing I needed was to find a picture of Luke or something private of hers.

      So I exited my bedroom holding my clothes that were for Olivia’s body.

      When I got to the spare bedroom, the door was half open.

      I paused and thought about knocking, or just dropping the clothes.

      Then I saw her.

      She was standing in front of the dresser. I saw the black straps of her bra. Down the small of her back to her…

      I turned my head.

      No, Gavin, don’t do that. Don’t do it this way.

      I swallowed and then lifted my right hand and knocked at the door.

      “Hey, Olivia. I brought some-”

      “Come in, Gavin,” she said, her voice soft.

      I gritted my teeth. “Are you…”

      “No,” she quickly said. “Come in. Please.”

      I put my right foot into the room first and gently nudged the door open. It gave out a small squeak, just like every old door in the old house.

      I had the flannel and pants in my right hand, clutched tight.

      Olivia just stood there. Her clothes piled on the floor next to her.

      I stopped for a moment and stared at her again.

      The way her shoulders were slender, curling around to her arms. The perfect curve of her hips, the way her black panties seemed to match her black bra. The way her panties cupped her ass but not all the way.

      I gritted my teeth again. It had been a little while since the last time I… you know.

      I turned my head for a second and tossed the clothes to the bed.

      My mind told me to talk. To say something. To try and break up the temptation and the silence.

      But face it, we weren’t here for that.

      Olivia looked back at me. The way her brown hair, still slightly damp, a little messy, sort of hid her face drove me wild. She then smirked, knowing damn well my eyes were taking a long walk up and down her body over and over. So much, so fast, if I had my boots on they would have had holes in the bottoms already.

      Not to mention what was happening in my jeans. I was thick, filling up thicker, uncomfortable.

      She reached back and grabbed at her bra. With a quick twist of her hands, the strap came undone. Olivia put her hands to her sides and looked forward again.

      I stepped forward. I didn’t stop until I was right behind her. Able to reach out and touch her. Of all the places to begin this wild journey that I figured would only end in heartbreak, I touched her shoulders. It was like touching silk. My fingertips then ran down her back as she shivered against my touch. I eased down to where her bra strap had been closed. My hands demanded I touch her waist, feel those beautiful curves, which I did. I then leaned forward and pressed my lips against her right shoulder blade. I nuzzled my nose against her skin, smelling her, something so fucking beautiful it almost made me feel guilty.

      Her hands reached back and grabbed for my jeans. Her fingers clutching at the front pockets, pulling. When my body collided with hers, she moved to her toes for a second and let out a purring sigh. She felt how hard I was because of her.

      I kissed her again and again, trailing up to her shoulder and over just a little.

      She tilted her head to the left, exposing her neck to me.

      I growled gently as I kissed my way to her neck. My tongue then flicked against her skin, tasting her. My lips closed together and pulled back with a wet smack.

      Olivia then turned her head, facing me.

      There were a few seconds when we just stared at each other.

      Fuck, the feelings were there. I felt something in my chest that I hadn’t felt in a long damn time.

      My hands then moved up and around her body. I felt the swell of her breasts as my hands cupped her. She put her head back and groaned. Fuck. My hands squeezed, feeling her beauty in my hands. Her nipples were erect against my hands, their sweet roughness like my fingertips. I slowly moved my hands to strip her bra from her, watching it fall to the floor.

      Olivia kept a firm grip on the pockets of my jeans. She didn’t want to get away. She didn’t want me to stop. And I had no fucking intentions of stopping. In some ways I was still pissed off at her. In other ways, I didn’t give a shit. This was about the moment we had in front of us.

      Right outside the window there was a flash of lightning.

      Olivia gasped and jumped.

      “It’s okay, darling,” I whispered, my breath to her bare neck. My hands were spread wide against her belly, feeling her heavy breathing, keeping her body tight to mine. “I won’t let the storm get you.”

      It felt like the right thing to say even if it had more than one meaning.

      I took a step and turned Olivia so she was facing the mirror attached to the dresser. I saw her breasts in the reflection. Yeah, that’s where my eyes went. I was a guy after all. And she was fucking gorgeous. Her breasts were slender, not small, not big. Her nipples were tiny and puckered tight, like two very small fingers pointing forward.

      I brought my right hand up and moved over her breast. With my middle finger I flicked at her nipple just to see and feel her reaction.

      She groaned. She slithered her body against me. My dick was raging inside my jeans, wanting out. Wanting the attention Olivia’s sultry stare was promising.

      My left hand then began its descent. Fingertips touching the rough laced edges of the panties. Sliding down inside them. Feeling warmth. Feeling smooth skin. Gritting my teeth for what felt like the hundredth time that day.

      Olivia put her head back and turned her head. I kept my stare forward, memorizing every inch of her body in the reflection of the mirror with my eyes and memorizing every inch I was touching with my hands.

      The moment my middle finger eased around her soft center, Olivia let out a whimpering sound. Then I felt her lips kiss my neck. My scruffy neck. She kissed it.

      I pressed my finger against her clit, gently rubbing right to left.

      Her entire body tightened as she bit at me.

      I groaned under my breath.

      She kept breathing, moaning, kissing and nibbling at me.

      My finger moved down some more as I felt her warm entrance. She was as wet as the rain that was still coming down outside. I thrust my finger and she welcomed me. The wild heat and tightness that surrounded my finger as I sank into her. I made a wide circle and eased back out only to repeat the move again.

      I loved watching the reflection of it all.

      I had her. I fucking had her.

      Her right hand moved from the pocket of my jeans right to the middle of my jeans. Her small hand grabbing at the oversized bulge.

      “Oh, fuck,” she whispered, her breath hitting my neck.

      I curled my lip. I added a second finger to her silk, pressing the two of them into her.

      “Yes,” she whispered. “Gavin… take me…”

      Her hand squeezed tighter at me. Grabbing, pulling, trying to stroke me over my jeans.

      I took my fingers from her beautiful sex. I slid my other hand down from her breast. I eased my hands along her curvy hips, sliding her panties down just enough to expose all of her.

      Then in a quick move, I spun her around.

      She was then facing me, her hands grabbing at my shoulders.

      Then in a fury as wild as thunder and lightning, I took a small step back and grabbed for the bottom of my shirt. I ripped it over my head as her hands grabbed at my jeans. It was as though we were racing against the clock, against the idea that we could think about what we were about to do and regret it.

      My shirt hit the floor and I grabbed at Olivia’s hands, tearing them away from my jeans. I spun both of us around then so her back was toward the bed. She kicked her way out of her panties and I dropped my jeans and boxers.

      The second her hand touched my hard thickness, I sucked in a breath.

      I grabbed her wrist and pulled her away. My other hand then reached around and grabbed at her ass. I pressed forward, forcing her back, until she collapsed down to the bed. My hand, still holding her wrist, pinned that arm down.

      I hovered over her, the woman called The Princess. She was beautiful, rich, and could have any man in the world. And yet she stared back at a dirty mechanic like me. Her left leg hooking to the back of my legs.

      Biting her bottom lip, nodding.

      “Fuck, darling,” I whispered.

      “Now,” she purred. “Right now, Gavin.”

      I moved down and brushed my lips against hers.

      I brought my lower half down to her body. I felt her hand suddenly touch me below my stomach, her nails digging at me.

      “Tell me what you want, darling,” I said. I kissed her lips. “Whatever you want… need…”

      “I said right now,” she whispered and gently lifted herself to touch me.

      I groaned as I thrust forward, sinking in to her.

      She let out a cry as a crack of thunder smacked right above my house.

      She threw her hands around me, clutching my back. My hands grabbed at her hips, feeling how perfect she was, inside and out.

      Our mouths were open, touching, not kissing.

      Our eyes were open, staring, realizing…

      … something wild was happening for real.
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      When Gavin lifted me into his arms, I looked at the floor to my clothes and I smiled. I had gone into the spare bedroom with intentions I never thought would actually happen. His arms were so big and so beautifully strong. I felt warm, safe, and protected in his arms.

      “Darling, your clothes,” he whispered.

      “I don’t care,” I said. “I’ll buy new ones.”

      Gavin walked us from that room to his bedroom. The funny thing was the second he opened the door to his bedroom I could smell him. This intense smell of the garage, soap, a manly, muscle smell that went through me like fire. The room was dark and cool, the windows lighting up with the flickering of the passing storm. The lightning had become less frequent and the thunder slowly rolling out and away.

      I ended up in his bed, under the covers, my head on his chest.

      There was a flash of lightning again.

      Then Gavin started to whisper. “One. Two. Three. Four…”

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “You count the seconds between lightning and thunder. Each second is a mile. That’s so you know if the storm is coming or going.”

      “Really? That’s true?”

      “I think,” Gavin said. “That’s what I was told.”

      “Are you afraid of storms?”

      Gavin grinned. “Darling, I’m not afraid of anything.”

      “Oh, right, tough guy talk.”

      Gavin sighed. “Luke was. When he was a kid. He would come hide in my room with me. And I would make him count with me. Then we would know when the storm was going to get louder and when it was leaving. When I first got Jesse, as a puppy, he was afraid too. So I’d sit there and hold him, counting the seconds. Dumb shit in life, Liv.”

      “No, it’s the good shit in life,” I whispered. “And I really like when you call me Liv.”

      Gavin touched my face. “Right. Do you have any dumb shit in life?”

      “There’s one thing…”

      “Tell me.”

      “It’s stupid.”

      “You think I’m going to judge you?”

      “No,” I said. “It’s just…”

      “Then tell me.”

      “Fine. I live in a really expensive apartment in the city. Way up in the air. I also have a house outside the city. Where all the rich people live to pretend they’re in a town.”

      “Sounds wonderful.”

      “I don’t think it is. But that’s not the story. Not the dumb thing. The dumb thing… at night. I sometimes stand at the window if I’m at my apartment and I watch the other buildings. I look at the lights. I think about who is in there. Maybe workers trying to do maintenance or cleaning the offices. I picture a woman trying to work hard to pay for her kids. I picture her kids at home, tucked in, sleeping, not realizing how hard their mother is working for them. Or if I’m driving, I look at the houses. I look at the lights again. I picture a family. Mom, Dad, kids. Just a regular family in a regular house.”

      “That’s not dumb at all, darling,” Gavin said. “I think we all want that.”

      “But it feels wrong, Gavin. All that I have and I want more?”

      “That’s human nature. Plus, there’s a big separation between cash in your bank account and love in your heart.”

      I felt my stomach flutter. How could this rough and tough mechanic say something like that? It was like jagged poetry coming from his mouth.

      “You miss your mother, huh?”

      “I do, but I never knew her, so it’s hard to miss…”

      “You miss what could have been,” Gavin said. “I miss what should have been.”

      “Damn,” I whispered. “That’s good.”

      I put a finger to his chest. I trailed a line down, feeling the roundness of his hard chest. When I touched the first ripple of stomach muscle, I reversed my move, touching his chest again, and then his neck. My fingers scratched into the scruff on his face.

      “Want to know something else about me?” I asked.

      “Sure.”

      “I’ve never woken up to the sun on my face.”

      “What?”

      “My apartment… it has mechanical windows.”

      “What?”

      I laughed. “The blinds are mechanical. Set to timers. So they open and close either when I want or when they’re scheduled. So I wake up and it’s still dark in the room. Then the windows open. So, yeah, I see the sun, but I never open my eyes to the window… seeing the sun rising up… feeling the day starting… it’s stupid, right?”

      “No,” Gavin said. “It’s weird though.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Mechanical windows?”

      “Yeah. It’s a thing.”

      “So rich people can’t just pull on a blind? Or twist to open and shut the blind?”

      “Shut up, Gavin,” I teased. “It’s dumb. I hate it. But it’s my life. I wish I could just wake up to the sun spreading across my face.”

      “So for as rich as you are, it’s… it’s like you haven't experienced life, huh?”

      “Just a different kind of life, Gavin.”

      “Right. Your story is something, Liv.”

      “There’s more to your story, isn’t there?” I asked.

      “I’m an open book.”

      “No you’re not,” I said. “Everything you told me tonight. There’s more to it. And why did you tell me? I mean, you took off, I chased after you, and now we’re… here.”

      “There was a kid in school,” Gavin said. “I considered him the rich kid. For his birthday one year he got a new bike. This fucking thing was amazing. All black. Orange zigzags on it, right? The coolest bike I ever saw. That year for my birthday? I got nothing. I got a card from Luke. He stole a piece of blue construction paper from school, folded it in half, and wrote Happy Birthday on it. Except he forgot the t. And for Luke that year he was going to get the shaft too but I did something stupid. That rich kid? I waited for him one day after school. I basically jumped him and threatened to take his bike. I wanted money. So he gave me what he had. Ten bucks. I used that ten bucks to buy Luke two action figures. I hated myself for what I did to that rich kid. He never talked about it. I never talked to him again. But that feeling of jealousy… I saw that in you, Liv. I mean, here’s this beautiful woman crashing into my life and then you have another reason to be there.”

      “Which isn’t true,” I said. “My father cornered me about his plans. I stood up to him. It’s going to be tricky to figure out but we will. I will, Gavin. I won’t let anything happen to you and this town.”

      “Why? Your job is to do this, right?”

      “Not like this.”

      “Why?” he asked again, a little louder.

      There was a flash of lightning.

      I swallowed hard.

      “Because I like you, Gavin. I care about you. I feel something. You make me feel like a real person. Okay? Everything in my life is designed. The clothes I wear. The way my hair is done. The way my makeup has to match my clothes or the way my bracelet matches my earrings. And nothing is ever mine even though I can afford it, okay? Everything I say is predetermined. Even the guy I’m supposed to be with…”

      “So you’re breaking some guy’s heart right now?”

      “I don’t care,” I said. “That’s what you do to me, Gavin. I feel like I can be me around you. And this is me.”

      “Naked?”

      I heard the soft rumble of thunder. “Twenty.”

      “Huh?”

      “Twenty seconds,” I said. “Lightning. Thunder.”

      “So I guess it’s safe to say the storm has passed,” Gavin said with a grin.

      I kissed his chest and shook my head. I threw my leg around his body and moved my body on top of his. “Maybe we can make our own storm?”

      Gavin grabbed me and rolled me to my side and then he was on top of me. Taking charge. Forever surprising me. Nothing with him was predetermined. Nothing was scheduled. He just lived to live. To survive. To capture every moment in life.

      Which was exactly what I wanted.

      My nails scratched at his muscular back as his eyes locked to mine.

      A second before he entered me for the second time that night, a thought popped into my head.

      The Princess… was falling hard for The Mechanic.
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* * *

       

      I stretched my arms out in the bed. I had to admit, it wasn’t quite as comfortable as my bed. But there was something about it that made it feel better. Being in Gavin’s house, in his room, in his bed. Forgetting everything that was important in my life for one night.

      I turned my head and looked at the window. The curtains were wide open. The sun was coming up. It was hitting my face, my body, the bed, lighting up the room. I smiled big, finally feeling what it was like to wake up to the sun. No alarms. No timers set to let me see the new day. No phone going crazy.

      Just me.

      Just the sun.

      Just the bed.

      I sat up and saw something stuck to the window.

      As I sat up and grabbed the covers, I realized I was still naked. The night before played in my head and my body tingled head to toe. I smiled, feeling a warmth spread through me that I never felt before.

      At the end of the bed were clothes.

      Had Gavin put them there for me?

      I grabbed for the clothes, took the t-shirt first and then a flannel. I put both on after I got out of the bed. Both pieces of clothing went down past my knees. The clothes smelled of Gavin and it turned me on.

      I walked to the window and saw that there was a note taped to the window.

      A folded up piece of paper with my name on it.

      To Olivia.

      I grabbed the paper and opened it.

       

      Hope the sun did its job for you, darling. Breakfast is waiting whenever you’re ready. You looked too beautiful to wake up this morning.

      For the record, I was afraid of storms too as a kid. I just had to hide it. Thanks for being there last night with that storm. I forgot what it’s like to stand in the rain and count the seconds until the thunder.

      I hope we get to do it again.

       

      -     Gavin

       

      I bit my lip as I folded the note and put it to my chest.

      I looked out the window and saw Gavin standing in the front yard with Jesse. Gavin held a coffee mug in his hand while Jesse sat next to him.

      This life seemed so simple. Maybe not easy, but simple.

      I walked downstairs and went into the kitchen. I poured myself a cup of coffee.

      I heard the front door open and shut.

      Jesse was the first one to greet me. When the dog saw me, he let out a deep bark as his tail started to wag like crazy.

      “Good morning, Jesse,” I said. “No jumping today, right?”

      He came rushing forward and I patted his head.

      Gavin then appeared. He quickly put his coffee cup down on the table.

      “There you are,” he said. “How’d you sleep? How was the sun?”

      “Bright,” I said with a grin.

      There was just… this connection with Gavin. I felt my heart fluttering like my stomach.

      He walked to me, slipped his hands along my sides and put me right up on the counter. I was still holding my coffee and purposely put it between us to take a drink.

      “At what point do you need to tell me you have to go?” he asked.

      “Why would you say that?” I asked.

      “Because your phone has been beeping like crazy for the last hour.”

      “Shit.”

      Gavin frowned and backed up. I put the coffee down and jumped off the counter. I grabbed my phone and saw that I had lots of messages. From Andy. From Whitney. From David. My emails weren’t any better. Taking a night to myself was going to really come back and bite me in the ass.

      My thumbs instantly went to work, my mind shifting back to work.

      I wasn’t sure how long I stood there, head down, answering emails and texts. Making decisions. Pulling excuses out of my butt. Doing anything to keep the status quo and to keep attention away from me the best I could. The worst part of it all was that I continually said I was working something for my father.

      That wasn’t true but if word got back to my father that I was back in this town, it would be good enough to make him think I was getting more information for what he wanted to do.

      “Is it always like this?” Gavin asked.

      I stopped and turned. I blinked. My eyes were burning. “What?”

      “Your phone.”

      “Always,” I said. “I should have checked things last night and early this morning.”

      “But you rested instead. You enjoyed yourself. That’s important, right?”

      “Of course it is.”

      Gavin nodded. “Maybe I should be doing that, huh? With the garage? So that way I won’t be forced into losing everything, right?”

      “Who said you were being forced…”

      Gavin shook his head. “I can make you something to eat, Liv. Before you go.”

      “Gavin, I never said I had to-”

      “I get it,” Gavin said.

      “Wait a second,” I said. I tossed my phone to the table. “Don’t turn on me.”

      “I’m not, darling.”

      I walked to him and grabbed his shirt. “I have Abigail’s memorial tomorrow. I want you to come.”

      “What?”

      “I’m nervous, Gavin. Those texts and emails? They were about my speech. Everything is usually written for me. But not this time. I’m not accepting it. I’m going to do what I want. Say what I want. No matter the trouble it gets me into. So I could use someone there on my side. I want you there.”

      “I don’t know, Liv. I don’t fit in…”

      “This isn’t about being rich, Gavin. This is for a little girl who fought so hard against cancer. And I want everyone to hear what I have to say. That includes you.”

      I saw the way he stared down at me.

      That connection we had was there, but I sensed distrust.

      “I like this, Gavin. I like being here. Waking up like this. Taking this in.”

      “It’s different,” Gavin said. “That’s why. It’s so opposite of what you know. It’s a novelty, Liv. It’ll wear off soon.”

      “What are you saying?”

      There was a hesitation in Gavin.

      Then came a knock at the front door. It opened and in came Ava. Followed by Nikki.

      Gavin gritted his teeth and turned his head. “You know, you used to text me when you were coming here.”

      “Sorry,” Nikki said. “My phone’s dead. Can’t find my charger.”

      “That’s why you’re here?” Gavin asked.

      “No,” Nikki said. Then she looked at me and went wide eyed.

      She knew who I was.

      “Uncle Gavin!” Ava yelled. “Look! I got stitched up!”

      Ava pulled up her pink denim skirt and showed off her knee. It was bandaged.

      “What?”

      “I fell,” Ava said. “I was at the playground and I fell. I started to bleed and had to get some stitches!”

      Gavin looked at Nikki. “What?”

      “Butterfly stitches,” Nikki said. “She’s fine. But she wanted to show you. Because you get hurt all the time.”

      “Why didn’t you call me?” Gavin bellowed.

      Nikki stood there and folded her arms. “She’s my daughter. I could handle things, Gavin.”

      “Look, Uncle Gavin! Look!” Ava yelled.

      Gavin crouched down. “Wow. Check that out. Looks great, kid. You did good.”

      “I didn’t cry,” Ava said. “At all.”

      “I would have cried,” I said.

      “You would?” Ava asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, that’s because you’re a princess, right?”

      “Ava,” Nikki snapped.

      “What?” Ava said. “You said she was a princess.”

      Gavin started to laugh as he stood up. He put his hand to Ava’s head. “Go into the closet and get some cereal. Okay?”

      “Yes,” Ava said and made a fist.

      She charged into the kitchen.

      I looked at Nikki. I smiled.

      “I didn’t mean,” Nikki said. “I mean… what she…”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I know how it goes. Kids.”

      “It’s not meant to be mean to you,” Nikki said. “I think you’re beautiful. I think what you do…”

      “Nik,” Gavin said. “That’s enough for now.”

      “Right,” she said.

      “Why didn’t you call me?” he asked.

      I started to side step but Gavin grabbed my hand.

      “I fucked up so much, Gav,” Nikki whispered. “I lean on you so much. My first instinct was to call you. But I said no to myself. Christ, Gavin, you pulled my car out of a ditch. I could have hurt someone by doing that. I could have hurt myself. And then Ava would have no parents at all.”

      Nikki gasped and covered her mouth.

      “It’s okay,” Gavin said. “She knows. I told her.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I whispered to Nikki.

      “I never wanted him to go over there,” Nikki said. “But he insisted…”

      “Nikki,” Gavin said. “Stay on topic.”

      Go over there? What did that mean?

      “I took care of it myself, Gavin. Took her over to Dr. Billy. He was open and he took a look at her knee. Better than driving to the ER and waiting. He cleaned and patched it up. He gave her a lollipop while he was doing it and then another for being brave. All she wanted to do was show you. I heard that Olivia was in town again so I waited until now.”

      “Who the hell told you that?” Gavin asked.

      “This town?” Nikki smiled. “You really have to ask?”

      I laughed. “Welcome to my life, Gavin. You can’t sneeze without someone knowing.”

      “Okay, so for real,” Nikki said. “What’s it like to be rich?”

      “That’s where this ends,” Gavin said.

      We all laughed.

      Ava cleared her throat behind all of us.

      We looked at her.

      “Is someone going to pour me some milk or what?” she asked.

      Gavin hurried to help her, leaving my hand hanging behind.

      I looked at Nikki and smiled. “I don’t think I’m the princess around this house, huh?”

      “Oh, no,” Nikki said. “Sorry. Ava is always number one in his book.”

      “That’s a good thing.”

      “But, uh, you know, you’re getting right there too.”

      “Oh?” I asked.

      “He’s going to kill me for this… but he doesn’t do this. He hasn’t had a relationship in years. Last actual girlfriend I can remember was Natasha, and that was just a thing. When Luke…” Nikki swallowed hard.

      “It’s okay,” I whispered and slowly put an arm around Nikki. “It’s okay. I’m so sorry.”

      Nikki took a shaky breath. “I’m just saying, he really likes you. Spending the night here how many times? Now you’re wearing his clothes?”

      “Oh, that’s because-”

      “Sure,” Nikki said with a smile. She wiped the corner of her eye. “I hope whatever it is… you both feel the same way. He deserves something real, Olivia. This fucking town can drain a person, make them lose their soul. Sometimes I wish this place would just vanish…”

      I didn’t respond to Nikki.

      I looked into the kitchen and watched as Gavin had Ava sitting on the counter, pouring milk into her bowl filled with chocolate cereal. She looked at Gavin with big eyes. She loved him. I looked at Gavin the same way but with a different kind of heart.

      Nikki’s words echoed in my head… Sometimes I wish this place would just vanish.

      The crazy part was that, well…

      I had the power to love Gavin, break his heart, and make the town disappear…
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      I hated to see her go. I hated to see them all go. Olivia was the first to leave, heading back into the city. Taking her fancy car that she actually stole so she could track me down. I had to hand it to her, that was a pretty cool story. Not that she would get in trouble for it. The power of money, huh?

      Nikki and Ava had to take off too. Ava was proud of her wound. Nikki was proud she was able to take care of Ava on her own. I was proud of them both but had this empty feeling that maybe they didn’t need me anymore. It was a fucked up feeling and I hid that shit under the hood of a pickup truck at the garage.

      It was just me and Donny for the day so I treated him to a late lunch. We ended the day with a smoke and then I sent his ass home. I ended up crashing at my desk, sifting through all the bills and invoices and paperwork that so desperately needed my attention. Rubbing my jaw I realized I was the worst business owner in the history of the world. Not that I really asked for it all, you know? Gus just sort of left it all to me. And in this town, you had a job and you had to fucking do it or else things would crumble. We all depended on each other.

      Which was why there was no way I could give up the garage and the land. Shit, I hated even having that on my mind at all.

      I organized everything on my desk for the first time in… ever. The bills were staggering. The invoices were meek. The garage was underwater. But, hey, I was still breathing.

      I opened the top drawer of my desk and dug in the back. I found the picture of Luke and put it on my desk. I rubbed my jaw harder as everything played out in my mind. He was going to be the one that got away. He wanted to escape it all. He wanted to become something. Do something. Achieve something. As his big brother, how the fuck could I tell him he was wrong? To me Luke would always be the four year old kid standing in front of the TV wearing nothing but cartoon underwear, watching cartoons, eating a bowl of cereal as milk dribbled down his chin.

      “What the fuck happened…” I whispered.

      It all happened too fast.

      I put my hand over the picture. I looked forward, blinking fast.

      I thought about Olivia. I couldn’t believe I trusted her with pieces of the truth. I had given her ammo to come after the town. Talk about trusting someone. And she wanted me to come to her speech. At the memorial for that little girl that passed away. Last time I was at a memorial…

      “No,” I said.

      I put the picture away and stood up. I cleared my throat.

      I wasn’t going to live in the past.

      I left the garage, drove home, and dug around in the fridge for something to eat. The food was scarce but the beer was cold. Jesse was my only company and I sat on the couch and tried to get him to put his head on my lap. He refused, turning, putting his head on the other end of the couch, leaving his ass to rest against me.

      “Thanks, buddy,” I said.

      Jesse let out a little yip and shut his eyes.

      He had the right idea.

      I finished my drink and shut my eyes too.

      I had slept on the couch, in the chair, in my bed… but tonight, I felt alone… wishing Olivia was there with me.
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* * *

       

      I ran water into my hands and slid my fingers through my hair. I washed my face. I scrubbed my hands until they were raw. I had all of two nice shirts in my closet and that was two too many. I found my best looking jeans and got dressed. A nice button down dress type shirt was not my thing, but for Olivia…

      I shook my head as I looked in the mirror.

      What the fuck are you doing here, Gavin?

      I was going to drive almost an hour north to go to this memorial to hear Olivia give a speech. She texted me the address and the time, that she would have someone waiting for me, and that when it was over we could get a private car and do something.

      Suddenly I was going from the cracked pavement of a rundown town washed away in tragedy to the golden streets of the upper class life, complete with some guy that would drive me anywhere I said to go and with everything at my disposal.

      I didn’t like it one bit. But I didn’t like not seeing Olivia more.

      Plus, she was being vulnerable to me, telling me she was nervous about the speech and that she was going against her father’s wishes by not speaking words that were written for her.

      She had me interested. And I wasn’t sure whether that was good or bad.

      When I went downstairs after I finished getting ready there was a knock at the door. I stopped right at the door and ripped it open.

      “Um… hello…”

      I stood there facing a really beautiful woman. Like supermodel type beauty. The kind where it took hours of makeup, certain foods, and certain clothing to keep the image alive. She was skinny with really striking features. Her lips were a bright red color, her eyes a little bit narrow, a sultry dark color. She put a hand to her hip and jutted it out, showing off a wicked tight body.

      “Can I help you?” I asked.

      “You’re Gavin. Do you remember me?”

      “No. Am I supposed to?”

      “I’m friends with Olivia. My name is Whitney.”

      “Right,” I said. “You were with her that first night.”

      “Exactly.” Whitney reached and touched my shirt. “I love this shirt on you. The light color works against your skin. Not that you need anything to show off your body. You’re really built solid.”

      “Right,” I said again. “Um, Liv isn’t here…”

      “Liv? You call her that. That’s totally adorable. I’m not here for her. I’m here for you. Can I come in?”

      A second later, Jesse appeared next to me and started to bark. His loud, old man bark was ear splitting. I looked down at the dog and he was full on pissed off. His mouth open, saliva collecting, working damn hard to bark that loud. The hair near his ass was standing up too. I couldn’t remember the last time I saw Jesse this… angry.

      I stepped forward and shut the door.

      The thing was… Whitney didn’t move.

      I had to get within an inch of her. Her perfume smell attacked me. It wasn’t the natural smell of Olivia.

      “Bad doggy, huh?” Whitney whispered.

      “Sorry about that. Jesse never gets like that. Must be a stranger thing.”

      “Well, let’s not be strangers then, Gavin,” Whitney said.

      Her voice was suddenly a little bit deeper, intention lingering behind that.

      “Excuse me?” I asked.

      “I know what Olivia has been doing here,” she said. “With her father. I think it’s bullshit, to be honest.”

      Didn’t Olivia tell me it was Whitney’s idea to come to town?

      “Okay,” I said. “Look, I don’t have time right now. I’m kind of busy.”

      “Where you heading?”

      “Where I need to go,” I said.

      “Ah, playing the shy card. Sure. That’s fine.” Whitney backed off a little. She then ran her hand through her dark hair. She pushed it all to one side. Her hair was long and soft. She looked like some woman in a fancy shampoo commercial. “I just wanted to check on the guy that was stealing her heart.”

      “What?”

      Whitney covered her mouth. “Whoops. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “But you did.”

      “Well, it’s true. And I can’t blame her. I’ve only been here for a minute and I can’t remember a thing I did yesterday. I just hope you know what you’re dealing with. Everything is processed.”

      Kind of like your clothes, makeup, hair… appearance?

      “How so?”

      “Everything is decided for her,” Whitney said. “What she does. Where she goes. Who she goes with. In a way, it’s really sad.”

      “How do you know Olivia?”

      “We’ve been friends forever,” Whitney said, rolling her eyes. “Best friends. I just don’t want anyone to get hurt. Including you, Gavin.”

      “Why would I get hurt?”

      Whitney stepped forward and touched my hand. “Just… be careful of reality.”

      I took my hand away. “I’ve got to go.”

      “Of course you do. It was so nice to meet you. Again. Well, to properly meet you. Hope you didn’t judge me the first time. Being drunk. Hanging on those two dweebs.”

      “No judgment at all.”

      “Honestly, Gavin, it should have been you. I wish I got to you first.”

      Whitney winked and turned. She made it to the steps and went down two of them. I never thought in my wildest dreams I’d have rich women parading around my house.

      Whitney then paused. She looked back with a grin. “Are you going to Olivia’s speech?”

      I laughed. “You already know that answer.”

      “That’s why I’m here, Gavin. I have the car.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “The car. For us. To go there together. Olivia said-”

      “I’ll drive my truck.”

      “To a memorial?”

      “I’ll make do.”

      “Fuck, that’s sexy,” Whitney said. She puckered her lips and blew a kiss at me.

      Then she walked away for good.

      I stood at the edge of my porch and watched her walk to the black car waiting for her. Everything about her fake and temptation rolled into one.

      I didn’t trust her for one second. And she was friends with Olivia?

      I gritted my teeth and let out a sigh.

      I started wondering if I was doing the right thing here…
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* * *

       

      I parked my truck and had to walk three blocks. The memorial was being held in a small park near a couple busy streets. The perimeter of the park was closed off by fences and roses. It was really beautiful to see. I had never been there before. Inside the park there were two playgrounds - one for really little kids and one for the bigger kids. There were picnic tables, a pavilion, and the rest was just grass with different sections of gardens. All kinds of different flowers. It was really nice.

      The memorial was being held at the far end of the park. There was a small stage with a podium. A gathering of people, most of them wearing shirts with a picture of a little girl that I assumed to be Abigail. What struck me hard was that she looked a lot like Ava. My heart was suddenly heavy.

      The first few rows of people were sitting in chairs. The rest of us were just standing wherever we wanted. To the right of the stage I saw a small group of people. Men in suits with earpieces in. They were probably the ones guarding Olivia.

      I decided to just hang back and see what happened. I didn’t want to make her more nervous than she already was.

      There was a screen off to the left of the podium, playing a slideshow of this young girl’s life. Each picture that slid across the screen seemed sadder than the previous one.

      All of it made me think of Luke. We had done the same damn thing for him. Why were some lives just taken at the wrong time? The wrong age? It just didn’t make sense.

      I had the sudden urge to drink or smoke.

      But I couldn’t do either.

      I thought about bolting to my truck and texting Olivia a bullshit story.

      I ended up just standing there. Waiting.

      I was the only person without someone next to them.

      That problem solved itself when I felt someone touch my arm.

      I turned my head… and there was Whitney.

      Ah, shit.

      “You made it,” she whispered. “That’s good. Olivia needs it.”

      “She needs it?”

      “Such a terrible thing.” Whitney blinked fast. “So young. What a horrible disease.”

      Whitney lowered her head. She let out a noise.

      I touched her arm. “Hey. It’s okay. I know it’s sad. I know. It’s…”

      Whitney looked at me. “Thank you, Gavin. For being here for me.”

      I opened my mouth but didn’t have the chance to speak a word.

      People started to gently applaud.

      I looked and saw Olivia walking across the stage. She was in a beautiful white dress. My heart began to race. I swallowed hard and felt myself smiling. Her hair whipped around in the breeze. She wrestled with it, trying to get it behind her ears. She was so naturally beautiful, even from a distance.

      She stepped to the podium and looked around.

      Everyone knew who she was.

      “Good afternoon,” she said. “I’m sure you all know who I am. I’m not here to introduce myself or talk about myself. I’m here to talk about a beautiful girl who led a beautiful life. And I don’t like saying things in the past tense. Because she still is leading a beautiful life. Through all of us. Through everyone she met and smiled at. We get to forever carry her smile with us. In some ways… we’re so lucky, right? I remember the first time I met Abigail. I know, I’m just some figurehead walking the halls of a hospital trying to get money…”

      The crowd let out a little gasp.

      “Oh, wow,” Whitney said.

      I stepped forward. Smiling.

      Olivia was being real.

      “See this?” she asked, holding up a piece of paper. “This was written for me. For today.” She ripped the paper in half. “I’m not here for anything but to make sure we never forget Abigail.”

      The entire crowd was silent.

      “So I met Abigail. She was so bright. Smiling so big. There was just something about her. You know? I look at her parents” - Olivia nodded - “to Bill and Sarah, and I just know they know what I mean. Abigail never let anything bring her down. Never let anything get to her. To her, the hospital room was her room. She always talked about school. Wanting to go to school. Wanting to learn. And I learned from her. See, what nobody knows besides her parents was that I visited the hospital more than you all know. It’s not just for image. I care. I love. I feel heartache and I want to do something more. But there are times in life when we can’t do anything but just be present. And it may not seem like much, but being present is everything. Because eventually we’re not going to be present.” Olivia looked over to the screen that had a still shot of Abigail smiling. “And that’s when it hurts the most.”

      Everyone was silent. Enamored by Olivia’s words.

      She had me hooked.

      Fuck, just watching her up there exposing her soul… she had me falling…

      I felt something grab my arm and pull.

      “Gavin, I can’t,” Whitney whispered.

      She put her head to my shoulder. She forced my arm around her. She started to cry.

      For the next ten minutes, Olivia recounted each visit with Abigail. She spoke of the memories, what they meant, and then talked about the hospital and what she wanted to do to help. She thanked Abigail’s parents for letting her speak. If that wasn’t enough she announced she was creating a fund and a scholarship in Abigail’s honor. Olivia was going to make sure all the local schools had updated computers and classrooms.

      Whitney hugged my arm tight. “Oh, Gavin… I hate this.”

      I gritted my teeth and broke away from Whitney.

      Olivia finished her speech and the crowd applauded her. Abigail’s parents then took to the stage to hug Olivia.

      “Can we go for a walk?” Whitney asked me. “I don’t want to be alone.”

      “There’s plenty of people here,” I said. “I have to see Olivia.”

      I saw the look on Whitney’s face and realized rejection was new to her.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “But I promised Liv…”

      “She’s going to hurt you,” Whitney said. Her tears were suddenly dry. The sad girl was replaced with an evil girl. “So be ready for it, Gavin. And don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      The crowd kept applauding. Then a voice came through the sound system.

      It was Abigail’s father.

      I glanced at the stage and saw a broken man, standing in front of so many people that cared about him, but there was nothing anyone could do for him.

      Christ, did I know that feeling…

      I shoved all my feelings aside and walked on the outside of the crowd.

      When I got to the end of the crowd I was met with three really big guys that were blocking my way.

      They stared at me.

      We were the same height, the same build.

      “I’m here to see Olivia,” I said.

      “Sorry, sir,” the middle guy said. “Miss Olivia is not available.”

      “Come on, man, she told me to meet her here.”

      “I’m sure she did,” the guy said with a smile.

      I felt my right hand ball up into a fist.

      “He’s right,” a voice said. “Now move.”

      The guys turned and quickly parted and made a path for Olivia as she stood there in her white dress, her hair dancing around in the breeze.

      “Hey, darling,” I said. “Am I allowed through the secret service brigade here?”

      “Come here, Gavin,” Olivia said.

      I walked by the security guards and smirked at them.

      From there I forgot about the entire thing and just focused on Olivia.

      I grabbed her by the waist and looked down at her. “You did amazing.”

      “I can’t believe you came.”

      “I said I would. I liked seeing you vulnerable like that. Those people were listening to you, Liv.”

      “No they weren’t,” she said. “They were admiring the celebrity in me. I hate feeling like I’m always bullshitting. Because most of the time I am.”

      “So I’ve heard,” I said.

      “Oh yeah? From whom?”

      “Funny story…”

      “Hey, Princess! Look here!”

      I looked to my right and there was a guy with a camera. And behind him there were a dozen more.

      “Dammit,” Olivia said. “Gavin, you should go. I’ll text you later when I get out of here.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      The security guards quickly blocked the way, trying to get the guys with the cameras away. That’s when I realized what this was. They were the paparazzi. I looked at Olivia again, maybe finally realizing just who she was. To all these people she was rich and famous. To me, she was something else. I didn’t care about her being famous. I didn’t care about her being rich either. That meant nothing to me. I cared about the way she looked at me. I cared about her being honest with me.

      I grabbed for her hand but she swatted me away. “Gavin…”

      “Embarrassed to be seen with a poor mechanic?” I asked.

      “No. Not at all. Gavin… they’ll follow you. They’ll drive you crazy. I don’t want that for you.”

      I leaned into Olivia and kissed her cheek. “Darling, I don’t give a fuck about that. I’m not leaving you like this.”

      “They’ll follow my car,” she said. “It’ll be…”

      I looked to my right. The paparazzi were arguing with the security guards. Abigail’s mother was now on stage speaking. I wanted to flip my lid. These assholes wanted a picture of Olivia while that poor little girl’s parents were grieving the loss of their daughter. I looked behind me and I smiled.

      “Liv, I have an idea,” I whispered.

      “Oh?”

      I looked down at her feet. She wasn’t wearing heels. Something about that just drove me wild. She could play the rich girl image in front of anyone she wanted to but I could see through it. Because I saw the real her before I knew she was rich.

      I slipped my hand into her hand. I smiled. “I hope you’re ready to run.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Fifteen

        

        The Run

      

    
    
      
        (Olivia)

      

       

      When dealing with the paparazzi, my father always told me to play into the cameras. The more I let them take my picture, two things would happen. First, it would be more exposure for my father’s company. I wasn’t a wild child like Whitney so any picture taken of me always portrayed elegance and care. Second, once they had enough pictures they would move on. If I ran, they’d chase me. And then I’d look bad trying to run, as though I had something to hide.

      Yet, there I was, running. And, yes, I did have something to hide. That was Gavin. He did not need to be dragged into the camera lens and have his picture plastered all over the internet and local newspapers.

      He should have just listened to me and left when he had the chance. I could have posed for pictures, answered questions, and then slowly worked my way around the stage and to my private car. I had a hotel room booked and I could have Gavin then sneak through the back and he and I could spend the rest of the afternoon and the night together.

      Instead, things were crazy.

      We didn’t go toward the back of the stage. No. Gavin grabbed my hand, told me to get ready to run, and then he turned, facing the park.

      We started to run and I was happy I didn’t wear heels. I never wore those things. I hated those things. My father told me that appearing too short was a negative thing, but according to his research team, me being short showed a level of innocence that helped to protect his image.

      The more I thought about my life as I ran through the park with Gavin, the more I realized just how processed it all was. How every decision made was comforted with money as though that were the great end all. And maybe for a time that was a good thing.

      Gavin looked back at me and smiled. “We’re almost there, darling. I promise, we’re going to get away.”

      I smiled back and nodded. I trusted him. So much. I think I sort of loved him too. He was showing me a side of life I never knew. A life that didn’t revolve around money, predetermined answers to hard questions, and something so simple that it was anything but simple, but worth fighting for.

      “Hey! Olivia! Where is the princess running to?” a voice called out.

      “Gavin, they’re following us,” I said to him.

      In the background I heard the soft voice of Abigail’s dear mother. How terrible was this… these people with cameras worried about me when there was a woman trying to speak of her only child that had been taken so early in life?

      “Once we get through the park, we’re fine,” Gavin said.

      The flowers that surrounded us were beautiful. It almost felt like a game. Or something… like being a real princess. He was the knight there to save me. The evil kings henchmen were coming to get me. Gavin was saving me.

      I heard the voice of Abigail’s mother crack up for a second and I dug my heels into the ground.

      “Gavin! Wait!”

      He stopped. The paparazzi were still coming after us.

      I looked at him. “I can’t just walk away from this. What this means to me. I need to say something to all of them.”

      “Okay. Then say it.”

      “I don’t want you to have your picture taken, Gavin. It’s not fair.”

      “Try me,” he said.

      Gavin reached to his jeans and pulled a pair of sunglasses out of his pocket. He stuck them on his face and stiffened his back. He looked over seven feet tall. He was so sexy in his cleaned up white button down shirt. His version of being well dressed which was sort of comical but made my body tingle.

      He then crossed his arms and turned his head, looking rough, tough, and really pissed off.

      “Gavin…”

      “I’m here to protect you, princess,” he said. He tilted his head and looked over the top of his sunglasses and winked.

      I sighed.

      I never met anyone like him. And now he wanted to pretend to be a bodyguard for me.

      I took a few steps forward and put my hands out to calm the paparazzi.

      “Hey, hey, hey,” I said. “There’s a speech going on you all need to listen to. You need to take pictures that way.”

      “Olivia! Why are you running?”

      “Princess! Who is the mystery man you’re with?”

      “Where’s Sterling?”

      I shook my head as the cameras snapped picture after picture of me. “I hope you all realize that there is a mother and father grieving back there. A very special young girl was taken too soon. And it’s up to us to help. So I’m asking you all right now to take as many pictures as you want of me, but do the same for Abigail’s parents. For this entire memorial.”

      “Where are you running to, Olivia?”

      “Princess…”

      “I’m going to fully commit to everything I spoke about. I’m leaving now because I don’t want the attention on me. This is not for celebrity purposes. This is for how I felt about Abigail. What she meant to me. What she meant to her family. And more so, about the rest of those children who are fighting a battle that I hope none of us ever have to understand.”

      “Princess, your mother died of cancer, correct?”

      The question caught me off guard. I wasn’t used to engaging with the paparazzi. It was more or less me just walking, pausing, pictures being snapped. My innocent smile, a few kind words, then move on.

      I felt my emotions suddenly catch up to me.

      I moved my eyes left to right.

      A hand touched my shoulder.

      I was being turned around.

      I looked up to see Gavin towering over me.

      “That’s enough,” Gavin bellowed. “We have to get her to her transportation. Please respect her wishes and turn around and focus on the memorial. Thank you.”

      Gavin guided me through the park as they all kept shouting questions at me.

      “They’re going to follow us again,” I whispered.

      “I know,” Gavin said. “Take my hand, darling, and let’s make another run for it.”

      I looked back at Gavin one more time. I blinked fast, trying to hold it together. “Gavin… I…”

      He nodded. “It’s okay, Princess… it’s okay.”

      We started to run again.

      I decided then… if I was going to live my life as a princess then I wanted to be Gavin’s princess.
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      He opened the passenger door to his truck for me and helped me inside. I loved the way he looked at me and played a part that seemed so natural to him.

      A few moments later, the truck was started and we were driving. There was no way in hell anyone in the paparazzi would ever think that I’d be sitting in a big, black pickup truck as my escape from them.

      In the mirror I saw the park slowly fade into nothing.

      Gavin just drove without asking about directions. He just knew what I needed and when I needed it.

      We didn’t speak a word either.

      I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad though.

      Gavin finally did decide on a destination, and that was a drive thru burger place.

      He pulled into the line and looked at me, winking. “Gotta eat, right?”

      “Of course.”

      “From there, you tell me what we should do.”

      “Hide,” I said. “You and me, Gavin.”

      “Okay. I can head back to my place.”

      “No,” I said. I reached across the seat and touched his wrist. I bit my bottom lip. “No, Gavin.”

      At that exact moment, I lost it. I burst into tears. Like a stupid fool.

      Not a little cry. Not a tear falling from my eye. But a full blown, ugly cry. The kind where tears and snot mixed together, my chest felt like it was caving in, and my stomach hurt from the muscles working so hard to keep crying.

      Gavin moved fast. He threw the truck into reverse and backed up enough to get out of the line. That meant jumping a curb and driving over a few small shrubs. Cars started to beep at him but he didn’t care. He drove forward into a parking spot and stopped the truck.

      He grabbed for the seatbelt and unclipped it. His hands grabbed for me and he pulled. Next thing I knew I was in his strong arms, my face buried in his hard chest, crying my eyes out. His left hand slid into my hair as he started to rock.

      “It’s okay, darling. Just let it all out.”

      I clawed at his shirt as though my life depended on it.

      What the hell is wrong with you, Olivia?

      “I’m so sorry they asked you that,” he whispered. “Fucking morons.”

      I broke away from his chest and looked up at him. My face had to look like an ugly mess.

      “How did you…”

      “I get it,” he whispered. He touched my face and used his thumb to wipe away the tears and whatever makeup had run down my face. “Why were you really there, Liv. I know she meant something to you but this was your way of maybe saying goodbye to your mother. You never got that, did you?”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      “I don’t know if you got that today or not, but you did amazing up there. I know we can’t bring back those that we lost, but you’ll always have today. What you said. And that little girl’s parents will have it too. And I know you, Liv. You’re going to stay in touch with them. Help them. Fulfill everything you said. Fuck, Liv, do you realize how important that is?”

      I sucked in a breath. “Thank you, Gavin.”

      “For what?”

      “This. For letting me be… real. The second I met you, it was real. That’s me. That’s…”

      He put two fingers under my chin and lifted my head. He leaned down and kissed me. “Darling, I still don’t get all the princess bullshit. I don’t care about cameras. About money. About private cars and helicopters. What I saw today was a beautiful woman offering her soul. The same woman who showed up in my town and got drunk and threw up and passed out on my couch.”

      I smiled. “Gavin…”

      “I’m hoping the next thing you tell me is that you’re hungry. So I can get back in this line and get some food. I know it’s not the first class dinner you’re used to, but there’s nothing wrong with a little grease once in a while, right?”

      I reached up and touched his face.

      I was amazed that I met someone who could see me. The real me. Who could read me. Who could sense me. Who knew exactly what to do, how to do it, when to do it.

      That’s when an idea came to me.

      I traced the steel line of his jaw.

      “Gavin, I have something to tell you.”

      “Darling…”

      I put my finger to his lips. To shut him up.

      “Gavin, I’m fucking starving…”
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      I looked out the window when he paid for the food, just in case someone recognized me. I hated to live that way but I couldn’t take any chances.

      Gavin drove from the fast food place across the street to an empty parking lot. There was a large retail store closed down. He parked in the first spot and we sat there and ate.

      He was right. This was not the first class meal I was used to. But you know what? It was fucking awesome.

      Gavin downed his food in record time. He tossed the garbage into the backseat of the truck and then put his hands to the wheel.

      “Where to now, princess?” he asked with a sly grin.

      I swallowed the bite of burger in my mouth. “Hotel.”

      “Hotel?” he asked.

      I nodded. “I want to show you something.”

      “Anything you want. That’s why I’m here.”

      Gavin put the truck into drive as I finished eating.

      We drove through the little rundown section of town and got on a highway for about twenty minutes before the city came into view, rising from the horizon. All the buildings looking like something out of a postcard. The crazy part was that I had been in every single building. I had conducted business in them. At the same time I could bet everything I owned that Gavin had never been in a single one.

      “Have you ever been to the city?” I asked him.

      “Sure. A few times. I think once when I was a kid. On a bus trip for school. To look at the buildings and go to the museum.”

      “The other times?”

      “Don’t really remember,” he said. “I think once was with Luke. He had this dream at some point of living in the city as some big business guy. He knew someone that got us into a rooftop party.”

      “Sounds like fun.”

      “Not quite,” Gavin said. “Bunch of weird people taking drugs while Luke and I wanted to drink beer and party. So we sat on the ledge of the roof and talked for a little bit. Then we bailed and got a ride back home.”

      “Gavin. I want to know everything about Luke. If you trust me.”

      Gavin looked at me for a second. Then he reached for my hand and squeezed it. “I trust you, darling. I just don’t know if I trust myself yet.”

      I wasn’t sure what that meant but I had to respect his honesty.

      I gave the directions on how to get into the city and get to the hotel. Now, imagine the sight of me in Gavin’s pickup truck, right? Now imagine pulling into a super high class hotel parking lot. I’m talking thousands of dollars a night. Private entrances and exits. Security like you wouldn’t believe. Privacy everywhere. This was a place where famous people stayed. Where politicians stayed. Where world leaders stayed. It was a place where a lot of people had affairs and everyone was paid handsomely to keep things a secret. There wasn’t a single vehicle in a one block radius that wasn’t worth at least fifty grand.

      Until Gavin showed up with his truck.

      He parked around the far back in an open corner spot.

      When he got out of the truck and looked at the hotel, he shook his head.

      “Come on,” I whispered. “This will be fun.”

      At the back private entrance we were escorted to a set of elevators that took us all the way up to the thirtieth floor. The elevator had gold doors with gold buttons and gold railings on the inside. It was all normal to me but I could sense Gavin was a little uncomfortable with everything.

      When we got to my room, I paused. “Don’t judge me.”

      “Never,” he said with a wink.

      I opened the door and led him inside.

      Gavin took three steps and stopped.

      From his vantage point, I understood it.

      The huge open floor plan. Like an apartment instead of a hotel room. A full kitchen. A sitting area. A living room. A gas fireplace in the corner. The entire one side of the room was floor to ceiling glass, a massive window that looked out to the rest of the city. There were a handful of doors in the room, too. Two closets, one bathroom, two bedrooms. And the master bedroom had its own private master bathroom.

      “This is a hotel room?” Gavin asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “Some people stay a while.”

      “A hotel room,” he repeated. “I mean… to me a hotel room has a bed, a lamp with a buzzing lightbulb ready to die, and a remote that might work on a TV that has four channels.”

      “Well, not here, Gavin,” I said and laughed.

      “Holy shit. I’m afraid to touch anything.”

      “Don’t be,” I said. “Want a drink?”

      “Yeah. Sure.”

      I walked to the kitchen where the fridge was fully stocked. And if there was anything I needed or wanted, it was just a phone call away.

      I put a bottle of really expensive water on the counter and Gavin put his pointer finger to the top and tilted the bottle back. Then he shook his head and backed off.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “I feel wrong being here, darling. All those people back in my town… struggling. And I’m looking at this.”

      “You don’t think you deserve this? Even for a day?”

      “I don’t know what to think right now, Liv.”

      “Can I show you something else?”

      “Yeah.”

      I took Gavin to the middle of the large window and stood there. “It’s all crazy out there, Gavin. The city. The people. The world even. And you were right about today. About my mother. That’s what it was. You’re the only person who can see me. So I wanted to show you this. Because the truth… I hate it.” I reached for his hand and slipped my fingers into his. “I hate it so much. It’s all I’ve known so far in life. Until I met you. And I feel things trying to change. Or that I’m trying to see things differently.”

      “Don’t do that because of me, darling,” Gavin said. “I’m not the guy you change for. I’m not the guy you chase. I’m not the guy you wait around for. Okay?”

      “Then what are you?” I asked, looking at him.

      Gavin let my hand go and side stepped so he stood behind me. His hands gently touched my hips. My body was instantly set on fire.

      He leaned down and put his lips to my ear. “I’m the guy you remember later in life when you need to remember what crazy felt like.”

      Before I could say something back, his right hand gently pulled at my dress. I let out a shuddering gasp and looked down, watching his strong, callused, partially black stained hand as he lifted my skirt. He moved slow and calculated, giving me time to resist him.

      But I couldn’t resist him.

      I wanted him.

      I wanted this.

      Slowly, I reached forward and put my hands to the window. I felt so exposed around Gavin. But I liked it.

      With his left hand he grabbed my skirt as it was finally bunched up. His right hand then slipped down and touched my inner thigh. I was warm, comfortable, but that didn’t compare to the heat waiting elsewhere for him.

      When I felt his rough fingers slide over the outside of my panties, I let out a sigh of relief. He pressed, twisting his finger, just enough to get me to buck my hips at him. I put my head back for a second and gasped for air.

      Gavin then kissed my ear and let out a little growling sound. Then he kissed down to my neck, lips and tongue playing while his fingers ran up to the top of my panties. He then slid back down, inside my panties, finally touching me.

      I groaned as his fingertips rounded me, moving against my wetness, and then slowly entering me. I lost my breath for a second and shut my eyes, feeling him sinking deeper into me. When I exhaled, my body clenched against his touch. He then pulled his fingers down and quickly plunged forward again. My body jumped and my nails tried to scratch at the window.

      “Yes,” I whispered. “Oh, fuck, Gavin…”

      His mouth kissed my neck with a loud noise. I felt his nose touch my cheek as he sighed against my skin.

      His fingers began to move faster, harder, more thorough as he knew exactly what he was doing.

      I soon lost myself to his touch, my hips rocking back and forth, wanting and demanding more. My breathing became labored, any sense of outside reality slipping away as all I cared about was Gavin touching me.

      But as wild as it was, it suddenly stopped.

      Gavin was gone.

      I let out a whimpering sound.

      His hands grabbed my hips and he spun me around.

      I looked up at him, not sure what to think or do.

      He slid his hands around to my ass and then down. One hand lifted my skirt again while the other hand touched me again. I gritted my teeth and exhaled with a needy groan of relief when his fingers slid back into me.

      “Gavin… I want…”

      He put his lips to mine and stole my words. Then he left his lips brushing against mine as he spoke.

      “I’m giving you what you need, darling,” he whispered.

      I felt his two fingers ease up and find an even more tender spot. The moment he touched my throbbing clit I grabbed at his arms. I groaned, loud.

      Gavin smiled.

      “Keep going, princess,” he said.

      I felt myself tingling and building, my toes curled tight, my body thrusting against his touch. He had found the right spot at the right time. I was so screwed but that was okay with me.

      Gavin kissed me again, commanding my body head to toe.

      My hands ran up his strong arms and gripped at his thick shoulders. I let my body ease back against the glass window. I lifted my left leg and hooked it around his body. Pulling at him. Needing him.

      And Gavin gave it to me. He could have easily opened his jeans right then but he didn’t. He was giving this moment - this pleasure - to me. For me.

      I reached my climax and gave a shuddering whimper. Gavin put his lips to mine but didn’t kiss me. Was there anything fucking hotter than that? He then thrust his fingers harder than ever, making me cry out as I began to come.

      Gavin let my dress go and slid that hand around to my lower back, pulling me tight to his touch and tight against his body. I cried out, kissed him, groaned, kissed him again, and then I called out his name. I felt dirty and messy, anything but a princess, but when I looked into his eyes, he made me feel… like a queen.

      He kissed me gently and left a trail of kisses down to my neck before pulling away for good. He took his hands away from me and left me standing there. My legs felt rubbery. My hips quivering as my insides were still feeling everything. My heart was pounding super fast. My head spinning.

      I looked at Gavin and took a deep breath.

      “So, what now, darling?” he asked.

      “We get the fuck out of here,” I said, semi-breathless.

      “Yeah?”

      “I have a secret place I want to show you.”
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      I drove where she told me to. I couldn't remember the last time I was out of town this long. The little town had a hold on people like me, it was our sense of comfort and our reminder of tragedy. The kind of thing where you needed to get away but you never did. Time was soft, fluid, sometimes going fast, sometimes going slow. But when I was with Olivia, time meant nothing. Not even the flirting lights of the sky during the twilight hours.

      I’d been driving north for almost an hour when I looked over and saw Olivia had her head against the window of the passenger seat, her eyes shut. She looked uncomfortable and I hated to wake her but I had no choice.

      I couldn’t believe that hotel room, huh? That’s how rich people did it I guess. That room was way too big for one person to stay in. I guess money couldn’t buy you time but it could buy you space. And in some ways, space was as valuable as time. Space allowed you to think, rest, appreciate being alone. That I could respect. In my life there was no space. Proof of that came from the fact that Nikki had text me about twenty times. I had to keep reassuring her that I was fine. That I was with Olivia. I needed her to check on Jesse and told her to bring Ava to the house and just stay there for the night.

      It was the reality of my life. All the events that led up to Luke… being gone… and then I was left to carry on and pick up everything left behind.

      My hands gripped the wheel tighter.

      It was nice to get away for a day and night, but that’s all it was. A getaway. I looked over at Olivia again. I didn’t know what to think about her. I didn’t want to go too deep into how I felt about her either. We were both new to each other, the complete opposite of the life we knew, so it made it wild and exciting. But her life was made up of speeches and boardrooms. High rises and handshakes. Those big ass hotel rooms and the paparazzi. My life was made up of wrenches and classic rock blaring from a static radio. Small town drama with big implications. My old ass house that was ready to fall apart at any second, with my old ass dog that was ready to call it a life at any second. My hands were forever beat up, callused, a slight black stain from the grease. I smoked because it tasted good. I drank because it tasted good. I built a wall to keep the past away but it always found cracks.

      Whatever happened, I just hoped Olivia would find her happiness. And I was pretty sure I got to see a glimpse of that during her speech.

      I reached across the truck and put my hand to her leg. “Hey, darling. I need to know where I’m going.”

      Olivia jumped and gasped. “Oh, Gavin. I fell asleep.”

      “No big deal.”

      “I’m supposed to be…”

      “Telling me where to go,” I said.

      “About a mile up the road. Turn right. Follow that dirt road and then there’s a secret right turn.”

      “A secret right turn?”

      “I was helping a company last year. I met this guy who ran a hedge fund. He had this dream and it broke apart when he and his wife got divorced. The last thing he needed to get rid of was this cabin. So I bought it.”

      “You bought a cabin. In the woods.”

      “Yeah. I thought it would be nice to have a secret place.”

      “Liv, how many times have you come here?” I asked.

      “Am I that see through already?” she asked.

      “Answer the question.”

      “Once,” she said. “For the inspection before closing.”

      I didn’t reply. I sensed her embarrassment over it.

      “I have people check it out,” she said. “Keep it clean. All that. It’s just…”

      I grabbed for her hand. “It’s life. Fuck it.”

      “Yeah. Fuck it.”

      I took the right she told me to look for. We went from a paved road to a dirt road. From that dirt road we ended up going damn near off roading. I took the secret right turn and the first thing I thought about was if it ever rained. You’d get trapped easily. Which wasn’t always a bad thing.

      I went slow and then I saw the glow of a light. A porch light. A porch light on a cabin. In the woods.

      “Damn,” I whispered.

      “Gavin, I have to confess something.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I called to have someone check on the place before we came,” Olivia said.

      I stopped the truck to the left of the cabin. I looked at Olivia. “Oh yeah?”

      “I wanted this. You here. Just you and me.”

      “You just assumed I would come to your speech and then spend the rest of the afternoon into the night with you?”

      “More than that,” she said. “I assumed you would spend the night with me too.”

      “Wow. That’s some real confidence.”

      “I know what I want, Gavin.”

      I looked at Olivia. “So do I, darling.”
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      I wasn’t going to lie to myself. I fully expected the cabin to be laced with gold. And have the most expensive technology possible. Basically a full luxury hotel in the middle of the woods, which was probably secured in a way that not even a fly would bother the cabin.

      Damn me for judging it.

      The second Olivia opened the door, it was nothing but a real cabin in the woods. Yes, it had electricity and running water, but that was about it. The first thing that struck me was the smell. That old, rustic, wood smell. The back of the cabin had two large windows that looked out to the dark woods. I figured the view there in the morning and during daylight had to be something amazing. There was a chair in one corner of the living space with an ottoman, a table, and a lamp. On the side wall was a small fireplace with a TV above the mantel.

      There was a couch, a love seat, a couple end tables, more lamps, and that was really it. Everything was basic. Everything was simple.

      “The kitchen is through here,” Olivia said. “If you want to get a drink or something to eat.”

      I followed Olivia to the kitchen. It was a little country style kitchen. White tile with marks of wear and tear. The basic necessities of a kitchen and nothing more. There was one window above the sink and a door that Olivia said led to a pantry. The only other exit from the cabin was from the living space. Behind a set of stairs was a door that led to a deck that ran the entire length of the cabin. This, of course, I didn’t see because it was so dark outside.

      The tour then continued as Olivia showed me the upstairs of the cabin. It was basically a loft. All hardwood floors throughout with a large open room concept. There was a bed in the middle with a skylight above it.

      I pointed to the skylight. “You never slept here? Let the sun wake you?”

      Olivia shook her head. She sat on the corner of the bed. “No.”

      “Can I ask something?”

      “Of course.”

      “What’s the point?”

      “Of?”

      “Everything,” I said. “You have all this… but no time to enjoy it. I feel like it’s a cruel joke.”

      “How so?”

      “Did you ever watch cartoons as a kid?”

      “Who hasn’t?”

      “I’m talking real cartoons. There was a cartoon of a guy stranded with food. But he couldn’t make any  of it. He needed to open the food, build a fire. So he busts his ass to find a way to do that. At the end, he is finally able to build a fire and cook for himself to stay alive. Then he turns and the food is gone. He forgot it. So now he has a way to cook but no food. I feel like that’s… all of this. You have all this money but can’t enjoy what you have. I enjoy what I have yet I have no money.”

      I walked toward the bed and sat down next to Olivia. I took her hand. She put her head to my shoulder.

      “This part I do like though.”

      “Which one?”

      “The one where it’s quiet.”

      I laughed. “I think we can agree on that. I don’t get much quiet myself. Just a different kind than you.”

      Olivia popped her head up and put her chin to my shoulder. “You understand things others don’t, Gavin. I can’t thank you enough for doing everything you did today.”

      “I met your friend Whitney.”

      “No.”

      “Oh yeah. She seems like something.”

      “Gavin?”

      “Yeah, darling?”

      “I don’t want to talk about today anymore.”

      I looked to my right. “Good. Fuck today.”

      “Fuck today,” she whispered back.

      I slipped an arm around her and leaned at her, turning my body. I kissed her, groaning, my body still ready to go after what happened in that fancy ass hotel room.

      Olivia fell to her back and grabbed at the bed, thrusting her chest out and sighing.

      I kissed her again and pulled away, grinning.

      “What?” she whispered.

      “Nothing, darling.”

      “Oh, there’s something in your eyes, Gavin.”

      “Yeah, there is. But I’m not in the mood to talk.”

      “Then what are you in the mood for?”

      I grinned again and shook my head. This woman - The Princess - was doing some serious damage to what was left of my heart.

      I leaned down and kissed her neck. She grabbed at my hair and groaned.

      “No more talking, Liv… I’m going to show you what I’m in the mood for.”

       

      [image: ]
* * *

       

      I ran my hands along her silky skin all the way to her panties. There was just something about Olivia in a dress. The fact that she was dressed all proper and there was nothing proper about what was going to happen.

      My fingers touched the lacy edges of her panties and I grabbed. I pulled with force, no time to spare, and ripped her panties down her body and left them on the floor. That also included her shoes. My fingers slowly moved back up her body, touching her, memorizing every inch, every subtle curve, everything I could possibly reach with only the two hands I was born with.

      I teased her as my fingers moved to the insides of her thighs but then back out and around at the last second, running up her hips and along the side of her body. All the way to her breasts where I cut under her bra and cupped my hands over her. She had her hands on the bed, holding the covers, sighing and trying to control her breathing.

      I looked down at her beautiful body. The way she was breathing. The way her hips curved at the perfect angle. The way her smooth body gave way down and around to her slick core. I eased my hands down her body, leaving her dress rolled up to her breasts.

      I had her. All of her. The woman who walked into my life as a stranger and turned out to be sort of famous. Yet that part didn’t matter to me. What mattered was the way she looked at me. The way her heart raced when I kissed and touched her.

      And now… the way she tasted.

      My hands gripped her hips tight. I pulled at her, making it goddamn known that I was in charge. She could be The Princess. She could be rich. But right then, I was the fucking king and my tongue was the most expensive thing in the world.

      I gently kissed above her sex and with the tip of my tongue I made a straight line down. Her sweetness overtook my nose and mouth at the same time. I pulled away and growled, feeling insanely feral, an animal on the loose, ready to fucking pounce on his prey.

      She was beautiful, everywhere. Her tender folds slightly peeled open, showing me her wetness and a slight pink hue that worked against the rest of her creamy skin. I gritted my teeth as my cock swelled inside my jeans. I came forward for another sample, another sweet taste of her honey. And I got plenty. I curled my tongue, moving down and then right back up.

      That was enough playing for me.

      I was hungry…

      I pulled at Olivia’s hips again and brought my mouth to her. I slightly turned my head and kissed her tender pussy. My tongue began to move left to right, parting her again, flirting with her throbbing center, quickly moving to her clit. There I paused and suckled against her, thirsting for not just her taste but her pleasure. She groaned and I wanted to hear more. She moaned and I growled back at her. Then she lifted her lower half off the bed. I quickly slipped my hands around and took handfuls of her ass. I squeezed and she cried out. One of her hands grabbed at my hair.

      “Yes,” she whimpered. “Gavin… I want…”

      I nuzzled my nose to her clit, inhaled all of her then looked up to the beautiful sight of her dress all fucked up and her head back as she was lost in what I was doing to her.

      “I know what you fucking want, darling. You’re going to come for me again. Right fucking now.”

      My lips and tongue went into attack mode once again.

      She let out a yell and her hand was gone from my hair. She pulled at the sheets and bucked her hips at me. My hands moved down to her lower ass, almost at her legs. I kept her where I needed her to be. I couldn’t stop tasting, my thirst never quenched, my tongue racing harder, faster, quickly realizing the way Olivia like to be kissed at such a delicate spot. She liked my tongue all the way and then zigzagged back up. She liked me swirling around her clit, flirting, then pressing my lips against her clit, kissing a second before sucking. Pulling at her until her body jumped and she called out my name.

      I repeated the move again and again, adding more and more pressure. Each time she tried to pull back, I pulled her closer. No fucking way she was getting away from me. Not with what I wanted.

      And my payoff came just a few moments later. In a quick move, Olivia put her feet on the bed. My eyes looked and saw that her toenails were painted. A stupid fucking thing I never cared about before… but seeing her nails painted a red color… my heart swelled like my cock. My heart started to pound. I felt goddamn breathless and Olivia was the one reaching climax.

      Groaning deep in my throat, I turned my head even more and took her into my mouth. All of her sweetness, all of her pulsing pleasure, trying to fight back the reality of me falling in love with Olivia.

      She slipped her hand to the back of my head and pressed, wanting me tighter.

      My left hand slid along her belly and just held there, reminding her that I was in control.

      I built her up and brought her down, her legs trying to close as she wanted to push me away. I grabbed at the inside of her knee and pushed her legs back open again. The fierceness inside me subsided just enough so that I could gently kiss along the inside of her thigh. I had no idea what she was used to before… but I wasn’t going to just up and run. Time meant nothing. I was there for the night.

      And I would remain that way all fucking night if need be to keep her groaning, thrusting, and coming.

      I backed off her a little and then slid my hands up her ribcage and pulled her to a seated position. I then reached around and opened the back of the dress. My hands worked with a wild care as I took the dress off Olivia’s body. I showed no care or shame as I flung it across the room. Olivia reached back and unsnapped her bra. She then slowly stood up, letting it fall to our feet. Completely exposed before me, she stood with a wicked confidence that made me smile.

      Her hands touched my neck and ran down my body to the bottom of my shirt. As she started to unbutton it, I grinned and grabbed the top of the shirt.

      “Darling, this is why I don’t wear fancy ass clothes,” I said.

      I then pulled and sent buttons flying across the room as I ripped my shirt open. Olivia gasped in shock. I had a sleeveless undershirt under the shirt and I quickly took that off.

      “Holy fuck,” Olivia whispered, still in shock.

      I grabbed her by the face and stroked my thumbs against her cheeks. “This is what you do to me, Liv. You’re driving me insane. My fucking head. My fucking body. My fucking heart.”

      She grabbed between my legs. She then wrestled with my jeans and opened them. I put my hands to her ass and lifted her, bringing her warm, naked body against mine. I stepped at the bed as I stepped out of my jeans, leaving everything behind.

      I took Olivia to the bed and walked her up the bed and gently placed her down.

      Olivia’s hands clawed at my shoulders, arms, back, at my chest. I put my left hand to her side as I put my right hand to her inner thigh.

      I lowered myself down and my cock felt her swelling heat.

      When I touched her, she thrust and groaned, putting her head back.

      I kissed her neck and made a line down to her breasts. My mouth eased over her left breast and I took her into my mouth. My tongue moved in the same motion as it did between her legs. Her nails dug harder into my back muscles.

      I lowered myself even more, entering her. Taking my time as I slid deeper, feeling her sheath me inch by inch. I took myself to the hilt and held there. I kissed to her other breast as I gently pulled back and then fucked forward. I loved the way her body responded to mine. The way her body fit with mine. A feeling that grabbed at me and threatened to make me explode far too early.

      I kissed from her breast to her neck.

      Olivia then bit at my ear. She groaned and bucked her hips at me.

      I started to move faster, my right hand sliding down to her ass. I held her as I pumped forward and pulled back. Again and again. Faster. Harder. Losing all sense of time and reality. I looked down at Olivia as she put her head back. I kissed gently at her chin.

      “Fuck, darling,” I whispered.

      Her hands scratched up my back and around to my shoulders. I put a little distance between our bodies except for the lower half.

      I then turned, without leaving her beautiful body, and moved to my back and put Olivia on top of me. Her hands went for my chest as she braced herself. She leaned forward a little, her hair dancing in front of her face. Her full breasts were there for the taking and my hands sought comfort as I cupped her, my thumb flirting with her hard nipples.

      She began to rock her hips, leaving me deep inside her, moving the way she wanted and the way I fucking needed. My hands then made their way down her body, grabbing her hips for what felt like the hundredth time that day. Yet I wanted to do it a hundred times more.

      I started to lift Olivia and lower her. Guiding her along the steel thickness of my cock, feeling her pulsing as she started to do it herself. My hands slid around to her ass where I could feel her pumping, and not just with me inside her.

      Her head slowly fell back again as she moaned.

      Fuck, it was just… serene. Maybe the best sight I ever had in my damn life. The way her hands held to my chest so fucking tight. Her perfect breasts gently dancing to the rhythm that I moved her with. Seeing her moving up and down against me. Feeling her move up and down against me. Two fucking hearts that were on such opposite ends of the world but connected through only things we understood.

      I gritted my teeth and sucked in a breath as I felt myself ready to go.

      I moved my hands around her body again, feeling her sweet and soft skin, all the way to her face. I gently pulled at her, guiding her down until our lips were close enough to kiss. But I just kept her there, less than an inch between us, temptation flooding me so hard it was hard to breathe.

      I thrust up at her as she came down on me.

      There was a helpless look on her face but that was just pleasure. I growled and then kissed her. That one little kiss unleashed the vixen in Olivia. She started to kiss me. Hard. Fast. Grabbing at the sheets.

      But I wasn’t having that yet.

      I hurried to roll over, putting myself back on top of her. Before she could make a noise, I kissed her and started to thrust as hard and as fast as I could. She let out a gasping noise that was muffled by our kiss. I put my forehead to hers, breaking the kiss, grunting as I felt the uncontrollable need to…

      “Fuck,” I growled through gritted teeth.

      Olivia had her nails in my back again and pulled hard at me. She bit at my shoulder as she whimpered as I started to come.

      Everything fast. Everything becoming slow. Easing myself down and slowly kissing her perfect thin lips. Olivia put her hands to my face, digging at the scruff. We kept kissing. They were deep and passionate kisses. Not that flirty after sex bullshit stuff. The kind of kiss that would lead to sex..

      … and that’s exactly what happened …
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      I opened my eyes to the skylight as it allowed the sunlight down on my face and body. I let out a long breath and turned my head to kiss Gavin’s chest. I touched his hard body, feeling muscle even as he slept. I put my chin to his chest and watched him as he slept.

      I bit my lip.

      I swore that I was still out of breath from the night before. That was impossible but just thinking about what we did took my breath away and made my heart race.

      This was the reason why I bought the cabin. It was one of those quick decision things, call it real estate therapy instead of retail. In my heart there were times when I just wanted normalcy and simplicity. As I stared at Gavin I thought about a life with him. What if I had to go to a job? A waitressing job? An office manager somewhere. Even start my own consulting business. I could use my father’s name to gain some clients. Or just not do any of that. Go basic. Find something that required nothing but a smile and a good heart.

      All these thoughts racing through my mind because of one man. A man who used his hands to make a living. A man that gave his heart to those close to him to help heal them or just to make sure they knew they weren’t alone. While Gavin was doing that I wanted to be the one who gave him my heart and made sure he knew he wasn’t alone.

      “I can hear the wheels grinding, Liv,” he said without opening his eyes.

      I smiled. “That obvious?”

      “It’s too early to be doing that crap,” Gavin said as he opened his eyes. “What could you possibly be thinking about?”

      “How to rewind time and live last night again. Maybe over and over for the rest of my life.”

      Gavin slid a hand into my hair. “Darling, we can do that anytime you want. I’m not hard to find and I’m easy to get into bed.”

      I kissed his chest. “You could never hide from me. I’d pay private security to track you down.”

      “Level ten stalker with a cool million in her pocket,” Gavin said. “I’m really screwed, huh?”

      “Totally,” I whispered.

      I put my head back to his chest.

      I listened to his heart thudding.

      “I want you to be happy, Gavin. Whatever that is. It’s hard for me because I think I was forced into believing what happiness was. Instead of actually feeling it.”

      “What does happiness feel like, darling?”

      “This moment,” I said. “It has nothing to do with money.”

      “Except that we’re in a cabin you bought with money. Using time, which is a luxury when you have money.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said. “Don’t ruin this.”

      “Why are you so worried about me being happy?”

      “I care. Seems like what you do everyday is for others.”

      “I told you already, it’s how we all survive.”

      “You carry so many hearts.”

      “My hands are big.”

      “Do you have a comment to everything, Gavin?”

      “Is this place equipped with normal coffee? Or is some guy going to be in the kitchen downstairs grinding up fresh coffee beans?”

      I put my chin to his chest again. He smirked at me.

      “Asshole,” I whispered.

      I grabbed the sheets and rolled from the bed. I wrapped myself up and left him there naked. I thought I was going to tease him but he was the one teasing me. He didn’t care that he was naked, not that he should have.

      Gavin slipped his hands behind his head and stretched his legs and feet. Muscles tightened, pulled, flexed, and ohmyfuckinggod it was a show before my eyes that was quite amazing.

      “I’ll go make your coffee,” I said.

      “Only if its freshly ground and freshly imported.”

      “Again… asshole.”

      Gavin winked. “I better give Rich a shout and tell him to open the garage. They’ll be lost without me for a full twenty-four hours. I’ll be lucky if the place is still standing when I get back.”

      I smiled.

      It doesn’t have to be standing, Gavin. It doesn’t have to be your problem. You can get out of it all. Get out of everything. Gavin…

      “I’ll go make the coffee,” I said.

      The next time I saw Gavin he was fully dressed, which was sort of a disappointment. Then again, seeing him in jeans and that white undershirt hugging his body was pretty sexy too. Considering his nice shirt was ripped apart upstairs in the bedroom.

      He put his hands to my hips and leaned against me.

      “I love that smell. Coffee.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “Oh, you smell fantastic too, Liv.”

      “I hope you keep calling me that. I like hearing it.”

      “Liv?”

      “Yes.”

      “Nobody else calls you that?”

      “I’m too famous and proper,” I said. “The public thinks I’m The Princess and everything in business is way too proper.”

      “Right. So, what do you want out of it all?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked as I turned around to face him.

      “You know exactly what I mean, darling. Are you doing all this for money? To kill time? What’s the… what makes you happy? And don’t say I do.”

      “It’s been the same thing for so long, Gavin. This whole princess thing was sort of a joke. You can’t trust Whitney.”

      “She said you were friends.”

      “In my world, there aren’t friends. Friends are those you need to keep close because they can and will hurt you. My father and her father hate one another but shake hands and then stab each other in the back. That’s how I know Whitney. Growing up, anything her father did for her my father did for me. You used to play pretend as a kid, right?”

      “Pretend?”

      “Like cops and robbers. Or cowboys…”

      “Aliens,” Gavin said.

      “What?”

      “Aliens. That’s what I used to play. Luke was always a cop. Chasing bad guys down. But me? I liked to play aliens. I would set up toys and pretend I was on a planet and there were aliens trying to kill me.” He shrugged his shoulders.

      “Okay. I used to play princess. Every girl does it. My father saw that and played into it. When I was turning sixteen he told me to make a dream list for a party. I was fifteen, Gavin. What girl at that age wouldn’t dream of something huge, right? Why not? What I didn’t know was that my father would make all of it happen.”

      “And that was a bad thing?”

      I stared up at him. “It makes me sound like an entitled brat.”

      “Not to me,” he said. “We’re just talking, Liv.”

      “Yeah, it was bad. Because it was so over the top, it felt wrong. And my father did it, had it recorded, to make everyone he knew jealous. Then someone leaked a video of my father putting a crown on my head. And I suddenly became The Princess. He played into that to piss off Whitney and her father. I was then no longer a girl. No longer a teenager. No longer a young woman. I was a woman. Full on woman. Meaning I was thrust into this role in his company. The good image against all the nasty stuff he had done and would continue to do.”

      “Shit,” Gavin whispered. “And let me guess. He masked it all with money.”

      “There you go. Now, how can I stand here and complain? I have more than most people could ever imagine. But there really are just some things that money can’t touch in life. And that is so fucking cliché for someone with money to say.”

      “I knew you were amazing, Liv,” Gavin said. “And that was before I knew all this about you. So you never have to worry about me changing my thinking about you. But you need to figure out what you want, Liv. And go for it.”

      “What if I just throw it all away and run away with you?”

      Gavin laughed. “Ah, fuck, darling, I have nowhere to run. Too much for me to take care of.”

      Behind me, the coffeemaker made a spitting sound.

      I let Gavin’s comment go, for the moment. I grabbed two mugs for us.

      I bought the place as-is, meaning whatever was inside was mine. That included a mismatched set of coffee mugs. Mine was a light brown color with some weird looking bird on it. Gavin’s mug had a cartoon lake and a chipped sun.

      Gavin took his coffee and walked to the sink and looked out the window. I watched him. I leaned against the corner of the counter and found myself amazed by him. His size. His strength. His body. His heart.

      He then turned and smiled at me. “Mind if I go stand outside?”

      “No. My cabin is yours.”

      “Right.”

      He started to walk and I threw my hand out to stop him. “Gavin, I’m serious. Anytime you need to get away. I’ll get you a key. No matter what happens with us. I mean… I don’t know. If you just want a night away. Bring Jesse. Bring Ava even. Or Nikki. You know?”

      Gavin swallowed hard and nodded. “Okay.”

      He walked from the kitchen through the rest of the house. He exited through the back and went to the deck. I was only on the deck once. When I looked at the place.

      So I joined Gavin.

      The comfortable morning air. The thick trees. The sounds of the woods. Birds chirping and other animals making noises.

      Gavin held his coffee mug in a weird way. He cupped the entire mug instead of holding it by the porcelain handle.

      Every little nuance about him just captivated me.

      “There was a time when I thought me and Nikki were going to be together,” Gavin said. He looked at me. “Honestly.”

      “Oh?”

      “It just made sense. The two of us were fucked up over Luke. We were the only two who truly understood it. But we ended up getting close in a different way. I mean, I saw how vulnerable she was. I couldn’t let myself cross any of those lines. But it always played through my head. I mean, for fuck’s sake, I’m taking care of her, right? I’m taking care of Ava. She’ll always look to me as a father figure.”

      “You’re good at what you do, Gavin.”

      Gavin turned and set his coffee mug on the railing to the deck. “He brought home this pamphlet. Luke did. To him, it was his way out. It was his way of doing something good. Something big. Something for himself. Something for all of us. See, he and Nikki were so wildly in love. It was crazy to watch. I mean, come on, ten years old and you’re that much in love? It doesn’t seem right. But that was Luke and Nikki. Then things started to change. You grow up. Teenage years. All that crazy shit that goes on in your body. Stacey was sort of the wild side to things.” Gavin rubbed his jaw. “Nikki had to go to her grandparents one summer. It was a long summer for Luke. I think they both drifted and found other crushes. I’m pretty sure it was Nikki who told Luke there was a guy she sort of liked. Nothing serious. But when you’re a teenager, everything is serious. So Stacey put herself right in line to be there for Luke. It got really rough after that. Nikki and Luke broke up. Stacey and Luke became an item. I was in the middle of the storm. Just watching this shit happen. Trying to be there for everyone. But I knew Luke did not love Stacey. But Stacey loved him. When Luke got the idea to join the military, Stacey said he should go.”

      That’s when Gavin paused.

      I didn’t know Luke had been in the military.

      Gavin looked at me and frowned.

      “Gavin…”

      He nodded. “Luke wanted to go that route so he could get to college and become a cop. His dream. I didn’t know how to feel about it. It was his life though. Nikki hated it. Stacey was for it. In a way, I agreed with Stacey more than Nikki. Luke was so smart. So fucking smart. So strong too. Plus, that was my little bro. If I could bust my ass and get him out of that town, why not? I was working at the garage for the old owner. Doing anything to make money. I gave everything to Luke. He didn’t need to live the way I did.

      “He and Stacey finally broke up after Luke hooked up with Nikki at a party. Big shock there. Stacey was hurt but she knew. Everyone knew. Luke and Nikki were the ultimate forever thing. Simple as that. There was no stopping what was happening with them. But Luke was dead set on his life and his career. So off he went. And left behind I had Nikki. I had Stacey. I won’t lie, Liv, there was some comfort there with Stacey and myself. But that’s life.”

      Gavin paused and I didn’t say a word. I just stood there, sipping my coffee.

      Gavin was opening up. Trusting me. I loved him for it.

      “He was gone for a good six months. Nikki and Stacey actually started to get a little close. Which was good. Luke came back and he was bigger, stronger, and looked like such a man.” Gavin laughed. “It was good. He was going to take care of everyone. There was some tension with him, Nikki, and Stacey. Fucking Luke. He would get himself confused even though he knew what he wanted. He told us then he was getting deployed. Going overseas. Going to fight. His goodbye to us…” Gavin cleared his throat. “He left without knowing Nikki was pregnant. I took him to the airport. I never hugged another person so fucking tight in my life. I told him to be fucking safe. He smiled at me. He made a joke about being able to see something other than the shithole town we grew up in. We laughed. It was our last laugh, Liv. I watched my little brother walk away and I never fucking saw him again.”

      Gavin turned and hung his head.

      “Gavin, I’m so sorry,” I said.

      “He couldn’t wait to come back and see Nikki and the baby. He was supposed to be back two months before she gave birth. But something happened and he had to stay. He wasn’t going to be able to see the birth but I promised to be there. I was at the garage, working. I owned it by then. That’s when two men showed up. Full uniform. I was the contact person I guess since Luke and Nikki weren’t married.”

      “No,” I whispered. I shook my head.

      Gavin nodded. “Yeah. Roadside bomb. He was on foot patrol. Protecting a city. It, uh, sort of broke the town into pieces. Luke was semi-popular, more known for being a pain in the ass than anything else. But that didn’t mean he deserved his fate. It just brought this sense of reality to the town, you know? You see things in life. You see tragedy. War. All that stuff on the news, but never in our town. Our drama was dumb shit. A missing cat. Two drunk guys fighting. Someone breaking down. Dumb stuff. But this was real. This made us all feel vulnerable. Not to mention I then had Nikki and Stacey to deal with on my own. They were heartbroken. Nikki was fucking pregnant. She had to go to the hospital to get checked. Get the baby checked. I had to move her in with me. She gave up on everything until Ava was born. From there it was just a struggle. It took her a good year of living with me to finally put her feet on the ground. Then it became a juggling act so that she could work, I could run the garage, and we took care of Ava. That’s why I said about me and Nikki getting together. I love my brother, but to me, I would rather have him pissed at me beyond the grave than have some asshole step on what was left of Nikki’s heart.

      “She finally moved out. But she has her moments. She misses him every day. We all do. I have a picture of me, him, and Nikki in my desk at the garage. It was a moment that just changed the entire course of my life, Liv. Sort of like you coming into the bar.”

      Gavin stopped talking. I walked toward him and slipped my arms around him.

      I understood it all now. Fully understood it.

      “I never told anyone what I just told you,” Gavin said. “Everyone sort of looked at me for answers. The guys at the garage. The people in town. Nikki. Stacey. Ava.”

      “You never grieved, did you?” I whispered.

      “No.”

      I looked up at Gavin. I reached up and slid my hands along his scruffy yet chiseled face.

      “You can now,” I whispered. “You can grieve all you want. Right here. Right now. In front of me. I won’t judge you, just like you never judged me.”

      “That’s what you want to see?” Gavin asked. “That I grieve? That I get angry?”

      He backed away and slid my arms away. He grabbed his coffee mug from the railing.

      “Maybe break this stupid fucking mug?” he asked.

      He slammed it to the deck. Coffee splattered, along with porcelain as the mug shattered.

      “Do it with mine now,” I said.

      I saw his hands ball into fists. His chest puffed out.

      “What the fuck is this? With us? Huh? What am I to you? Charity? Your attempt at making up for all the people you fucking hurt through your father’s company? Huh?”

      He was angry. Yelling. His face getting red.

      I stepped toward him. He had gone from big man to giant beast.

      I put my hands to his chest. “You really want to know what this is?”

      Gavin blinked fast. He was letting go some more. His eyes were glossy.

      “Yeah, tell me,” he said.

      “This is love, Gavin. You and me together. It’s love.”

      He grabbed me by the waist and turned, lifting me, putting me on the edge of the railing.

      “You love me?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      He blinked again and a tear eased out of his right eye.

      “Fuck, I was hoping you’d say that,” he said.

      His hands slid around me and he pressed his body to mine. He kissed me. Then he buried his head to my chest.

      And I held him.

      I didn’t speak a word because I had a serious question to answer.

      Was I willing to give up everything I had in my life to keep from breaking Gavin for good?
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      I sat at the small breakfast bistro table in my fancy apartment with a cup of coffee and a bowl of fruit. With my laptop open I found everything I could about Luke. Including a picture. He looked just like Gavin. Just a younger, clean cut version of Gavin. I thought about Nikki. Stacey. Ava. Three lives wrapped up in Luke. Gavin being the one who had to harness all that love, pain, loss, and somehow still wake up each day and keep things moving forward in his own life.

      In my head I had a number that Gavin could get for the garage and the surrounding land. A number that a guy like Gavin would never expect. A number that would set him up for the rest of his life. But that number wouldn’t be enough compared to what he did for the town and what the town did for him.

      I read the small press article about fifteen times. Four sentences as a reminder of a young man who was sent to war and never came home.

      I closed the web page and grabbed for my phone. I bit my lip and didn’t text Gavin. It was stupid but I felt like we were two states apart. But he was right at his garage and I was right in the city in my apartment. A folder next to me with the financials of a small insurance company that I was supposed to help convince to allow my father to assist with their growth which would lead to an acquisition from the great and powerful Sterling himself. Me? I’d be the pretty faced facilitator and catalyst and the insurance company would be bought and completely stripped down to just its bare assets.

      Sometimes it got really old. Really fucking old.

      I looked out the window as I sat alone.

      Before any fleeting thought could flirt to enter my mind, my apartment door opened. Like it was an office.

      Andy came in carrying the biggest cup of coffee I ever saw, a leather bag over her shoulder, her head scrunched to her shoulder as she talked on her phone.

      “You know exactly what the schedule is, Marty,” she said. “Don’t try to mess with anything. We’ve had this arranged for six months. Yeah? You think that’s smart? Why don’t you just call Sterling himself and tell him that. Yeah. That’s what I thought. Don’t be a prick, Marty.”

      Andy put her giant coffee down. It was a tower of a to-go cup. She tossed her leather bag to the counter and opened it.

      “I’m with her right now,” Andy said. “She doesn’t want to talk to you. Who the hell are you? You’re trading out of a small office outside of the city, Marty. You have no pull. We’re trying to help you. You want to organize this? Or what? We don’t have time to waste anymore.”

      Andy grabbed a magazine from her bag and turned, waving it at me.

      There was a note sticking out of a page.

      I took the magazine and opened it.

      It was a two page spread on Abigail’s memorial. A picture of me standing on the stage in the garden-slash-park, giving my speech. Pointing at the picture of Abigail. It was a really nice picture. And the article was actually well written. It focused on the hospital that cared for Abigail, her family, touched on my commitments to help, but did not focus on me at all.

      “Well, Marty, I say this kindly,” Andy said. “But I have to go. And you need to either shit or get off the toilet.”

      The second picture in the bottom right corner of the second page was of me standing at the back of the crowd. Addressing the paparazzi. And guess who stood behind me?

      Gavin.

      When he pretended to be a bodyguard.

      I smiled.

      I wondered what he would think when I showed him the picture.

      “Well that was fun,” Andy said.

      “You should have gotten the bigger coffee,” I said.

      Andy laughed. “I’ve been up since four. Did you go over that insurance proposal?”

      “I haven’t looked yet.”

      “Your father wants to meet with you at some point today.”

      “I’ll get around to him.”

      “You’ve been… a little distant. Besides your getaway night.”

      “Oh?”

      “You okay?” Andy asked.

      “I’m fine.”

      “What do you think of the article?”

      “It’s perfect,” I said. “I want to keep doing this kind of stuff, Andy. I actually think it’s time for a change…”

      Suddenly my heart raced a little. I could keep Andy with me and we could move into charity and nothing else.

      “Before you say anything else,” Andy said. She reached for her bag again. She took out a newspaper, folded up. Then she pointed to the magazine and right at Gavin. “Who is this?”

      “What?”

      “This isn’t part of your security,” Andy said. “This guy is smoking hot.”

      I smirked a little. “Yeah?”

      “Is this a new thing? Or…” Andy then frowned. She opened the paper and showed me the same picture of Gavin behind me. It was a stupid daily tabloid thing that was mostly distributed in the city. But it was also available online. “Is this something we should worry about?”

      I looked at the headline.

      NAUGHTY PRINCESS?

      I scoffed.

      The article suggested that I was sleeping around with my security detail. I was seen running with the man in the picture.

      I looked at Andy.

      “I’m just curious,” Andy said.

      I closed the magazine with the newspaper inside it.

      “This is my personal business,” I said.

      “Sorry, Olivia, but nothing is your personal business. You know that, right?”

      “I’m not talking about this anymore.”

      “I think whatever this is we should get ahead of it. Issue a statement maybe. We can push it back on the-”

      “Andy, I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

      She closed her mouth. I could see her aggravation. I didn’t blame her. But I didn't want my feelings for Gavin to become headline news. Or become a debate point for my personal assistant and my father. Or to have Gavin become this figure or image…

      I stood up, frustrated. “Is there a car outside?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then lets get to the office and get through this day.”

      Andy grabbed for my arm. “For the record, Olivia, I’m not her.”

      “Her?”

      “Whitney,” Andy said. “I’m not a backstabbing two faced bitch. You’ve stuck up for me for years and I can never thank you enough. I can see that you’re not happy with everything and I can see the way you looked when you saw that picture. I’m not trying to pry into your personal life. I just hope you’re happy and if I can do anything to keep things from mixing, please let me know.”

      I stared at Andy. I nodded. “Thank you. Andy. Thank you.”

      We didn’t speak another word of it on the entire ride to the office.

      Once there, I went into my oversized office and started to collect my thoughts, answer emails, research into more charitable causes across the city.

      It was right around lunchtime when Andy came into my office. “Just got a call. Bill and Sarah are looking for you.”

      I stood up. “Bill and Sarah… Abigail’s parents?”

      “Yes. They want to talk.”

      “Let them up here. Of course.”

      I walked out of my office, smiling.

      I grabbed my phone and decided to text Gavin.

      What excuse can I come up with to see you again?

      I didn’t need an excuse but it was fun to flirt a little. I didn’t expect him to reply, but he did.

      Your car seems to be making noise. Oh, wait, does the princess even have a car?

      I rolled my eyes.

      To see you again I’ll steal a car and break it.

      I looked around the open floor plan of the office and didn’t see Andy or Abigail’s parents.

      Gavin then text me back.

      I guess that means you really like me. If you want to see me darling you know where I live and work. Not hard to find.

      I started to type back but then I spotted my visitors.

      I tossed my phone to a chair in my office.

      The first thing I did was hug Sarah. She clutched me tight and burst right into tears.

      Bill rubbed his wife’s back.

      “Andy, can you get us some coffee and water?” I asked.

      “Of course,” Andy said.

      “We don’t want to take up much time,” Bill said. “We were in the city and…”

      “Anytime you want,” I said. “You just call me. Show up. I don’t care. I’d ask how you are… but I think we’re past formalities.”

      Sarah broke away and wiped her eyes. “I’m sorry. I probably got your nice clothes messy.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” I said.

      “We wanted to tell you about someone else,” Bill said. “A boy named Michael. He’s in Abigail’s room.”

      “Oh,” I said.

      “We’ve been in contact with the hospital,” Sarah said. “We can’t stay away from the place. Because of you, Olivia.”

      “Me?”

      “All you’ve done,” Sarah said. “She’s gone but that hospital was her last home. We can’t just walk away. So we’re going to keep helping. Bill has been going there daily to talk to the kids. The parents.”

      “I know a few magic tricks,” Bill said. He tucked his right thumb into his hand and then pretended to use his left thumb to give the quick illusion that he could remove his own thumb. “Nothing good though.” He laughed. “Kids would rather have a tablet thing.”

      “Of course,” I said.

      “I can’t blame them,” Sarah said. “Bill’s magic is terrible.”

      We all laughed.

      “Abigail loved it,” Bill said. His voice cracked.

      “What can I do to help?” I asked.

      “We want to do something in her honor,” Sarah said. “For the hospital. Every day. There are so many people who help. We want to do it too.”

      “We were thinking of giving…”

      “Anything you want,” I said. “Tell you what…” I looked for Andy. She was on her way back with someone else. A young man who was pushing a cart with coffee and water. I didn’t ask for damn catering, but whatever.

      When Andy got close enough, I pulled her into the conversation.

      “This is Andy,” I said. “The best… friend… possible. Andy, this is Bill and Sarah. Abigail’s parents. I want you to set them up in the hotel room I have. Book another two nights. Make sure they have full access to the room, the hotel, everything. Make sure they have transportation to and from the hospital. Make sure they have contact with the president of the hospital.” Then I looked at Sarah and Bill. “And I want you two to make a list of everything you think you’d like to have for the hospital. Let’s make this happen.”

      “This is… too much,” Sarah said.

      “Never,” I said. “Abigail is going to keep living on.”

      Bill touched his chin. “You know, you’re bigger than any image you have, Olivia.”

      “Why don’t we all get in for a picture?” another voice added.

      I turned my head and was shocked to see Parker standing there.

      Andy looked at me, wide eyed.

      I purposely left my phone in the office so this wouldn’t end up online.

      “We’re okay,” I said.

      “No,” Parker said. “I insist. This is such a great thing to witness. Right, Andy?”

      “Uh…”

      “Yeah, sure,” Bill said. “Can’t hurt, right?”

      I forced a weak smile and stood between Bill and Sarah.

      Parker took a picture with his phone. “I’ll make sure to get that picture to spread like fire.”

      I thanked Bill and Sarah for visiting. I hugged Sarah. I shook hands with Bill. I had Andy escort them out to go to the hotel to get set up.

      That meant I was alone with Parker.

      He was typing away on his phone. He then looked up. “It’ll be viral in an hour. Sent it to all my contacts. Including your father. He’ll be interested to see. I’m sure he didn’t approve this meeting.”

      “Not his job to approve everything I do.”

      “Actually, it is,” Parker said with a cocky grin. “I want to show you something. Come with me, please.”

      I got my phone from my office and reluctantly followed Parker. I hadn’t seen him or spoken to him in a little while, which was okay with me. I knew in my father’s dream world it would be myself and Parker married. A kid. Then the eventual divorce. My father was borderline genius the way he was able to look so far out into the future. But everything in his life was just part of the business.

      I didn’t want to live that way.

      I rode the elevator down with Parker next to me.

      “Busy?” he asked.

      “Always. Yourself?”

      “You know how it goes,” he said. “We need to arrange a night out soon.”

      “Parker…”

      The elevator dinged.

      That’s when Parker grabbed my hand, interlocking his fingers tight.

      The doors opened and I was faced with at least a dozen cameras. All flashing.

      Parker then held our interlocked hands up. “I told you… everything is fine.”

      I was attacked with questions.

      That tabloid article had set off a storm.

      All because of Gavin.

      And now Parker had set me up.

      To make it look like we were together.

      The questions kept flying at me.

      I stood there, shocked, angry, wondering if there was a chance any of the pictures could get back to Gavin.

      Parker let my hand go but then made another move. He turned and grabbed me by the waist.

      And he kissed me.
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* * *

       

      The angle we were at worked to benefit Parker because even though I pushed at his chest and broke the kiss, nobody else saw that. I touched my lips. I thought about smacking him across the face. Instead, I put myself halfway back into the elevator, keeping the doors from shutting.

      “See?” Parker said. “You all need to find something else to focus on. Stop reading that garbage they print. It’s all lies to stir up nonsense.”

      “So are you two engaged yet?” someone called out.

      I was wide eyed like I had never seen a camera before.

      I grabbed for my cellphone. That was my ticket out.

      I glanced down at the screen and sent Andy a text.

      XX

      That was our code. When I sent that, that was her cue to quickly call me. That I was stuck in a situation and needed a phone call to get out of it.

      “We are happy,” Parker said. “Very busy. As you know, Olivia has been working with the children’s hospital and the parents of…”

      My phone buzzed.

      I looked down.

      Andy.

      I took the call and put a hand up. “Hello?”

      “Everything okay?” Andy asked.

      “Not at all,” I said. “But you need me right now?”

      “Are you coming up or do you need a car?”

      “Yeah, the first one,” I said. I tilted my phone away and stepped back into the elevator. “I need to go. This is a very important call.”

      “Told you she was busy,” Parker said. He looked at me and blew a kiss.

      “Was that Parker’s voice?” Andy asked. “He’s still there? What happened?”

      “Okay,” I said. “No need to worry. I’m on my way.”

      The elevators door finally shut.

      I exhaled.

      “Olivia?” Andy asked.

      “He brought fucking cameras here to prove we weren’t broken up. We’re not even together.”

                  “Not according to him and the rest of the city.”

      “I don’t care what anyone thinks anymore.”

      “Oh, I like this new attitude,” Andy said. “Does it have anything to do with your super sexy fake bodyguard?”

      “I’m going to have to fire you soon,” I said.

      “Do you want me to meet you in your office?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “ I have to figure something out here. Thanks for answering.”

      “That’s why I’m here,” Andy said.

      The elevator stopped and I was back where everything started. As I stepped off to the carpeted floor and the fluorescent lighting wearing a fancy outfit with shoes that were uncomfortable and probably too much makeup for my own good I thought about Gavin. His house. The way it smelled. The comfort of the used and beat up couch. The look of the trees. The smell of the air. The crackling of the fire in the fire pit. Being in his arms.

      I looked around and felt like I was the stranger.

      I walked to my office and opened the door expecting to find Andy.

      Instead, I found my father standing there with two men.

      I gasped. “Hello…”

      “There she is,” my father said as he clapped his hands together. “Come here. Come in.”

      It’s my office…

      But it was his building.

      “Shut the door,” my father said.

      I did.

      “Olivia, this is Jack and Christopher.”

      “Pleasure to meet you,” I said. “I didn’t know you were…”

      “We were just talking,” my father said. “Over in my office. They asked a few questions and I figured, why mess around? So we jumped into my helicopter and flew over to this building.”

      “Great,” I said. “What can I help with?”

      “See, you’re going to love working with her,” my father said. “She’s called The Princess, but in the boardroom? She’s a bitch.”

      “Sterling,” Jack said. “That’s your daughter.”

      “Not here,” I said. “And he’s right. So what do you need from me?”

      Christopher put a bag on my desk and took out some large papers.

      “Those are the plans,” my father said, smiling.

      “Oh?” I asked.

      Then put a hand to my shoulder. “Those are the plans for what I’m going to do to that shit hole of a town… and you, Olivia, are going to give us an exact update and plan as to when we can make our offer and move in.”
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      A few quarters hit the desk. Then a handful of pennies. Mrs. Lockey reached into her purse and dug around, pulling out an empty pack of chewing gum and a couple dimes and a nickel.

      “Mrs. Lockey,” I said. “You don’t have to…”

      “Yes I do,” she said. “I owe you thirty dollars, Gavin. I am not a freeloader. Not some teenager looking for a handout.”

      I laughed. “I would never think that of you.” I put my hand over the change on the desk. “This is fine.”

      “I’m ten dollars short, dammit.”

      “I’m not going to lose sleep over it.”

      “But I am.”

      I finally stood up and walked around the desk.

      Mrs. Lockey was back to digging in her purse. She found a crumpled up dollar bill that was probably fifteen years old. She threw that to my desk.

      “Now I only owe…”

      “You’re okay,” I insisted. “Mrs. Lockey.”

      “Call me Ellen.”

      “Ellen.”

      “I don’t like this.”

      I sighed.

      I didn’t like it either.

      She came in for an oil change and there were a few other little issues. I didn’t tell her about those issues. I just had Rich fix them up. Her actual bill should have been over a hundred dollars.

      “You’re a good man, Gavin,” Mrs. Lockey said.

      “So I’ve heard.”

      “And you’re sure this is okay?”

      “All okay.”

      “I’m bringing you and your workers something to eat.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “But I’m going to do it.”

      She turned and slowly walked out of the office. I sighed and lowered my head. It was exhausting being nice sometimes.

      I wished my phone were going off again.

      Fucking text messages.

      I had become that guy. Text messaging a woman. I never thought I would end up in all of this craziness. But it was back to reality for me. Back to my old house. My old dog. My old business. Back to rubbing a couple dimes together hoping for a dollar to appear.

      That was just how life went in the town.

      I leaned against the corner of my desk.

      Donny came into the office. “Hey, Gavin. That truck needs brakes. I can’t let it slide.”

      “Alright. I’ll call. Work out something.”

      Donny pointed to my desk. “Mrs. Lockey?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Dumping out her change. Christ.”

      “She’s a stubborn one,” Donny said.

      “That she is. Then again, I think we all are.”

      “Sometimes being stubborn is a way of survival, Gavin.”

      I nodded. “Hey, what else do we have going on?”

      I pushed from my desk and walked to the door to the garage bays. Donny opened it and held it for me. It was loud. Busy. Which was good. Busy meant the shop had a chance at surviving. Then again, considering the change on my desk, that wasn’t going to pay the bills. In my heart I knew I had to stop giving people deals. But that’s not how we survived in this town.

      Donny pointed to all the vehicles in the bays and what was waiting. For a second I thought about selling the business to him and Rich. And Hank even. Hank leaned under the hood of a pickup truck.

      Selling the business wouldn’t do a damn thing. None of them had money. And if anything, it would only make Sterling want the business more. If he still wanted it. The guy had yet to call me and talk to me about it. But why would Olivia say anything to me then? Why would she plant that in my head?

      I gritted my teeth. Fucking women always had a way of twisting up my heart and confusing me. But this was different. This wasn’t the emotional connection. This wasn’t the physical connection. It was the outside world. That connection.

      “Okay,” I finally said, just to speak. “Keep going. Just keep fucking going, Donny. As you wrap them up, put the invoices on my desk. Anything serious pops up let me know. But you can call about those brakes on the truck.”

      “Oh?” Donny asked.

      “Fuck it,” I said. “You know what we charge.”

      “You sure?”

      “I’m sure,” I said.

      Donny just stood there, staring at me.

      “Hey, Gavin,” Rich called out. “You have a visitor.”

      I turned.

      I never saw Hank move so fast in my life. He jumped away from the pickup truck and wiped his hands on his shirt and jeans. I made a mental note that the big guy did have the capability to move if need be.

      I walked toward the open bay and fully expected to see Olivia.

      I knew she couldn’t keep herself from me. Which was good because I was wondering what the implications would be if I just showed up in the city looking for her. Me, the dirty mechanic in my pickup truck, pulling into a parking lot with all those expensive and private cars. Me, in my dirty jeans and messy t-shirt, with scruff on my face, messy hair, tattoos down my arm, looking nothing like what belonged in those fancy business offices.

      It made me smile.

      I stepped from the garage and crossed my arms. Truth was, just thinking about Olivia made my heart jump a little. She made all the reality of the bad shit disappear. Falling for her… that had already happened. My job now was to find a way to mix our lives together without messing up too much.

      No matter what, she made me smile and that meant something.

      I waited for Olivia… but she never showed.

      Instead, Whitney was walking toward the garage.
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      “Good God,” Rich said as he stepped up next to me. “Who is that?”

      “Nobody good,” I said.

      “She looks damn good to me,” Rich said. “And even if she’s not good… she’s still good. Get what I’m saying?”

      I looked at Rich. “How about you get back to work?”

      “Seriously, Gavin, she’s here for you? What the fuck is this? You packing some kind of monster between your legs that all the rich girls want?”

      I laughed. “Rich, if you don’t get back to work right now I’m going to show you what a monster looks like.”

      “Just give me one more minute with her,” he said. “Just to stare. Jesus. I don’t think anything that stunning has ever been in this town.”

      I sucked in a breath. Guys like Rich were the reason why girls like Whitney looked the way they did. By all means, I understood it. A tight blue dress that pushed her cleavage high and gave the impression she was just one misstep away from having an accident and showing herself. The way the dress hugged curves that looked too impossible to be real. The way the dress was short but not too short.

      Her perfect hair. Her perfect face. Her perfect smile.

      It was all there, sure.

      And she was looking right at me.

      Hank got to Whitney first but she quickly pointed to me.

      “Gavin, who is that?” Donny asked.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said.

      I met Whitney in the parking lot. I looked over at Hank and gave a nod. His eyes went wide and he smiled. Then he gave me a thumbs up. For the first time since I got the business from Gus, Hank approved.

      “Can I help you?” I asked.

      “You can do a lot for me,” Whitney said.

      “I’m sure I can.”

      “Your guys are, uh, well… they’re all eye fucking me.”

      I turned my head and sure enough, there was Hank, Rich, and Donny, shoulder to shoulder to shoulder like three young boys seeing a busty woman in a bikini for the first time.

      “My office,” I said. “Now.”

      I led the way into the office and shut the main door and locked it. I made sure to lock the door to the garage bays too.

      Whitney looked around, her lip curled with judgment.

      “Not quite the fancy boardroom,” I said. “But this is a garage. Not a tech company.”

      “I’m not here to talk about your appearance,” Whitney said. “Which, by the way, I don’t mind at all. The whole suit and tie thing is annoying if you ask me. Watching these men get dressed… takes them longer than me.”

      “That I don’t believe for a second,” I said.

      “What? I wake up and look like this.” Whitney turned her hip a little and smirked.

      I laughed. “Right. And I’m basking in the success of my small business here.”

      “That’s why I’m here,” Whitney said. “I saw the pictures. You and Olivia at the memorial. She used you, Gavin. To get out of there. And I’m sure she showed you a good time. But she’s just working the angle that works for her and her father.”

      “You can certainly leave anytime you wish,” I said. “That was me being nice. Say something again about Olivia and I’ll tell you how I feel. Which is why you should get the fuck out of here. For good.”

      Whitney nodded. “Right. Denial.” She walked to the door and then paused. “You know, I’ve known her almost my entire life. Her father is not a good person. And maybe I don’t necessarily fault Olivia for the way she is because it’s all she’s known. Me? I’ve seen a lot. My mother was a drunk and an addict, who put me through hell. I’ve never said that to anyone before.” Whitney swallowed hard. “It’s embarrassing to admit. But I don’t think Olivia can help the way she is and the way she does things.”

      I put my hands to my desk. “What do you mean?”

      Whitney turned and slowly inched toward me again. “It’s all she knows. Sterling says jump and she says how high… and how much do I get…”

      “She’s a business consultant.”

      “No. She’s a show off. She’s the pretty girl. The innocent girl. The trusting face while her father rips apart everything in his path. She’s the decoy. The distraction. She’s the-”

      I slammed a hand on the desk. “That’s enough of that.”

      “I’m sorry, Gavin. I can tell you care about her. I think that’s seriously sweet. Romantic. Like…” Whitney touched her chest and bit her bottom lip. “Like, if that was me, I would do anything for a guy like you. If you even gave me half of what you’ve given to her…” Whitney shook her head. “Shit. I get flustered around you, Gavin. Sorry.”

      I didn’t know what to think as I stood there.

      Whitney turned and put a hand to her mouth.

      Reluctantly, I walked from behind my desk. I got close enough to Whitney that I touched her arm.

      “Hey. What are you doing here for real?”

      Whitney turned and there was not much space between us. She put a pointer finger to my chest.

      “Please don’t tell anyone what I just said about my mother,” she whispered. “I don’t know why I said that. I just blurted it out.”

      “Who the hell am I going to tell?”

      “I trust you,” Whitney said. “And the real reason I’m here… she’s meeting with them now.”

      “Who? And who is them?”

      “Gavin, I’m not lying to you,” Whitney said. “Olivia is with her father and the people that want to rebuild your town. It’s happening right now.”

      I stepped back from her.

      “You can be upset at me,” she said. “That’s fine. I just want you to be prepared. So you don’t get screwed over. Sterling talks about writing big checks but not many of them cash, okay? And the ones that do are usually the ones that go to him or his daughter. I know nothing of your life or living in a town like this. I won’t hide from that. But I’ve watched them hurt a lot of people. The truth? You were the first person I saw that night in the bar. I even told Olivia…” Whitney smiled. “I called dibs on you. Childish, I know. But I saw you first, Gavin.”

      Silence eased between us as I took everything in.

      “I think I’ll say what I said before, Whitney. You need to go.”

      “Okay,” she said. “I’m not here to start trouble.”

      “But you’re trying.”

      “I’m just telling the truth. What do I have to win or lose by lying to you? You have no interest in me. No matter what I wear or what I do. I could slide my hands down my body and back up. I could reach around…” Whitney slowly turned, showing her back. “I could grab this little zipper and pull it. I mean, the doors are locked, Gavin. It’s just you and me.”

      She flirted with the zipper.

      I went to the door and unlocked it. I opened the door and gave a nod. “There. Door’s open now.”

      “Of course,” Whitney said. She walked to the door and paused. I could smell her. Perfume. Wealth. Something I didn’t trust. “I’m not lying. She’s meeting right now with them. She doesn’t know any better. And what’s going to happen? She’s going to get you to sign something. And then you’re going to lose your business. And your land. Sterling will get what he wants. He’ll drag you through court and he knows you can’t afford lawyers like he can. So you’ll end up taking a deal worth pennies on the dollar. Enough that you won’t be broke but not too much. You’ll spend more on lawyers than what you’ll get. And then? You’ll be working for him when he rebuilds.”

      “And you’re telling me all of this why?” I asked.

      “I already said it. I saw you first. I think you’re… the way your guys were eye fucking me? I’m eye fucking you right now, Gavin. And I’m sort of tired of using my eyes…”

      “Have a great day, Whitney. Thanks for stopping by.”

      “Of course,” she whispered. “I promise, Gavin…” she touched my chest again. “When this all crumbles, I’ll be there for you. I can show you things you never thought possible. I can do things…”

      I side stepped and pointed to the outside.

      Whitney finally left. I watched her walk all the way to her car. I wasn’t the only one either. Rich, Donny, and Hank all stood there, too. They were watching her in a different way though. I wasn’t looking at her body or anything like that. I was trying to figure out what the fuck was really happening.

      A guy got out of the driver’s seat and hurried to open the backdoor of the car for Whitney. She then looked right at me and blew me a kiss.

      I turned my head and saw Rich staring at me. He nodded and gave me a thumbs up. I threw him the middle finger and went back into the office.

      I punched the desk a few times and that did nothing.

      I sat down and ripped open the drawer and grabbed for the picture of me, Luke, and Nikki.

      I opened up about everything to Olivia. I gave her it all. I didn’t want to let Whitney’s words get to me, but, fuck, Olivia knew everything about me.

      I grabbed for my phone and stared at it.

      “No,” I whispered. “I trust her. I trust her.”

      An hour later my phone went off. A text from Olivia.

      I need to get out of here, Gavin.

      I stood in the garage at that point, and I stared at the message longer than I should have.

      Then I wrote back to her.

      You know where I am.

      She wrote back quickly.

      Does that mean I’m allowed to come over?

      Of course I wanted Olivia there.

      But here was the problem…

      I didn’t want her to leave - and I wanted the whole fucking truth.
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      I shut the garage down early and sent everyone home. We still had some work to do but I told the guys it was just promised work for tomorrow. They understood what that meant and they had no problem with leaving early. Rich offered to buy the first round of drinks and I declined. To my surprise, Hank was willing to go. It was good to see them leave and have the same destination. I stood there alone, all the garage bays closed up, the sun starting to set, and I wondered what it would be like for them. For guys like Rich, Donny, and Hank. They could never cut it in the real world. Or the corporate mandated kind of world. The town couldn’t either. But that’s not what Sterling wanted, was it? He wanted to rebuild and chase all of us out to have people from the city move in. That’s what it was. The perceived town life for the people who were sick of the city.

      It really pissed me off.

      And the more I stood there, the more pissed off I got.

      I then watched as a vehicle pulled into the parking lot. A large, dark blue SUV.

      I watched as the vehicle turned and stopped. The driver’s door opened and it wasn’t a hired driver that got out.

      It was Olivia.

      She was wearing a fancy business kind of dress. Everything black. Everything proper. Everything that screamed rich or executive level. She stood there and stared at me, outside the SUV, her hair down past her shoulders. She was so naturally beautiful. No makeup on her face. Not trying to look anything fancy.

      She was just… Olivia.

      I met her halfway across the parking lot and I scooped her up in my arms for a much needed hug. And a much needed kiss.

      I touched her face. I held her.

      The way she looked at me… she could destroy me. And I would probably let her. Just to get a chance at her love.

      “We need to talk,” she whispered.

      “Yes, we do,” I said.

      But we didn’t talk.

      The garage was closed. The garage was empty. We were alone.

      If things were going to go to hell, then I was going to party in the fucking flames.

      I lifted Olivia up again and held her tight, bringing her eye level to me.

      We kissed again.

      I smirked.

      I turned and started to walk her toward the office.
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      I threw my arm across my desk and watched all the shit scatter to the floor. Not that any of the stuff on there was organized anyway. But it was still fun to do. I turned and grabbed Olivia, pulling her close again. My hands to her face, staring for a second before kissing her. My heart was heavy, maybe a little angry, questions I needed answers to, but I wanted this before the truth came forward. Just in case.

      I kissed her and I made damn sure it was a kiss she would never forget.

      I pinned her against the desk, pressing my body hard to hers. She clawed at my shirt, wanting it off. I let her strip me of the shirt. Her nails scratched at my body, from my chest to my jeans. Putting a little distance between us, I looked down as she did, watching as her hands opened my jeans and slid both hands down. She pushed my jeans down, allowing my cock to pop free. Her right hand clawed at my leg while her left hand moved in and touched my growing thickness.

      “Fuck,” I growled.

      “Fuck,” she purred back at me.

      We looked at each other and went right back at it.

      There was a sense of urgency between us. Like she had something bad to tell me yet maybe I already knew what that bad shit was. So we wanted one last good fuck before it all went to pieces.

      Whatever.

      I grabbed her by the waist and squeezed. My hands moved around to her ass and down. I took handfuls of her nice skirt, my greasy ass, dirty, poor hands ripping at this expensive piece of clothing.

      We kissed harder, faster, her hand sliding up to the tip of my cock. She squeezed and twisted her hand, then groaned into my mouth. I growled from deep within my throat.

      I got her skirt up over her curvy hips and then grabbed her panties. I thrust forward and pushed her against the desk again. This time though I didn’t stop. I pressed even harder, forcing her to get up on the desk and sit there. Her hand left my cock as she put both hands to the desk, leaning back a little.

      My hands pulled her panties down with ease. Over her shoes. I then tossed them to the desk, next to her. My hands grabbed her waist again and pulled her to the edge of the desk. I couldn’t waste another second of my life not being inside her. I grabbed myself and pressed against her warm body. I pushed at her skirt even more, driving it up, showing me more of her perfect body. She grabbed at my left arm, holding tight, biting her bottom lip as she waited for me to have her.

      I eased my left hand around to the small of her back and pulled as I thrust forward.

      I entered her as she moaned, her head falling back. I moved forward and put my mouth to her neck and kissed her, tasting the sweet bitterness of the perfume on her skin.

      I thrust forward harder, taking myself to the hilt. I held there as Olivia grabbed at my back, scratching all the way down, grabbing at my ass.

      I kissed up to her mouth and had her again.

      I started to pull and thrust, pumping my body against hers, feeling all of her. My hands holding her where I wanted her, loving every second I had with her.

      She hooked both legs around me as I drove forward with more force.

      Soon, the old desk couldn’t match what I was doing to Olivia. The metal creaked and the desk itself started to move. Scratching against the floor, hitting the chair.

      I gritted my teeth and pulled back. I took Olivia with me though, not leaving her body and not letting her body an inch from mine. I lifted and held her, carrying her as I walked to the door to the garage. We kept kissing, devouring each other as I walked her to the garage. I figured a rich woman hadn’t done anything like what was about to happen.

      I put her against the hood of the first car in the garage and broke the kiss. It was just our foreheads touching as I started to love her again. Slow, gently, easing my way in and out of her, feeling every inch of my body explore every inch of hers. She put her hands to my chest and I felt her shaking.

      “How’s this, darling? Is this rugged enough? Dirty enough?”

      “Yes,” she said in a breathless voice. “Fuck. Yes.”

      She tilted her head back and I kissed her again. I towered over her like a beast and that’s exactly what I felt like right then. I made fists and put them to the hood of the car. Her hands climbed, crawled, and clawed against my skin as I fucked her as hard and as fast as I could. Her skirt hiked up high against her body. Still wearing her top. Her perfectly done business style hair getting bouncy and messy. The groans and cries of pleasure as she came echoed through the garage louder than any damn tool I had in the place.

      And me… I just kept growling in my throat, holding myself back until it was simply impossible to do so.

      By then, Olivia had her hands at my face. The way she dug at my jaw and pulled at my hair, I couldn’t contain myself.

      We kissed and then stopped, our lips touching as I started to come. And I held there for what felt like days. Slowly grinding my body against her. My hands refusing to let her go and step into whatever the hell was next between us.

      Olivia playfully bit my bottom lip and groaned. She put her hands to my lower stomach and I felt her reluctantly push at me.

      I backed away from her and got her to her feet. I watched as she fixed her skirt. I pulled up my damn jeans and got myself back together too.

      I grinned as I looked at the hood of the car. “I guess I’m going to have to give them a discount, huh?”

      Olivia shrugged her shoulders. “I was perfectly fine on the desk.”

      I grabbed her by the waist and pulled her close again. “Yeah, but has The Princess ever been taken care of on the hood of a car?”

      “Does that mean you’re assuming I’ve done that on a desk before?”

      “You haven’t?”

      “I don’t kiss and tell,” she whispered.

      “Oh, darling, we did a whole lot more than just kiss.”

      Her cheeks became flushed.

      My heart ripped like a piece of paper.

      I kissed her one more time and then backed away for good. I needed distance to get the truth.

      “Meet me at the house,” I said. “I need to get out of here.”

      “Of course,” Olivia said. “Is everything okay?”

      I stared at Olivia instead of answering. I had let something happen I promised I would never let happen to me.

      I let a woman take control of what ‘okay’ really meant.
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      Jesse.

      He popped his head up off the couch when he saw me. He didn’t even get off the couch. He stared at me, then slowly lowered his head.

      “Yeah, nice to see you too,” I said. “Brought you a present.”

      Olivia then appeared in the archway to the living room.

      Jesse damn near jumped up and off the couch like a rabbit on the run. His hip smashed against the coffee table, moving it a few inches. He hurried right to Olivia’s side, tail wagging, mouth open. Really excited to see her.

      “Jesse,” Olivia said. “My buddy.”

      “Drink?” I offered.

      “Please.”

      “Something strong? Water? Coffee?”

      “Whatever you’re drinking,” she said.

      I went to the kitchen and grabbed two beers. I twisted the caps off and put one on the dining room table. Olivia walked to the table, Jesse by her side. The dog sat next to her. He put his head against her skirt.

      “Jesse,” I said and snapped my fingers. “Go lay back down. Leave her alone.”

      Jesse groaned and slowly trotted away.

      “Sorry about your clothes,” I said.

      “Seriously? A little dog drool bothers you? Compared to you almost ripping my skirt off me?”

      “Hey, I got something out of that.” I took a drink. “Let’s get down to business.  I really hope…”

      “Gavin,” Olivia cut in. “My father showed up at my office today. With men he hired to draw up what he wants to do to the town here.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      So she’s going to just jump into this? Tell me everything?

      “Oh?” I asked.

      “Yeah. It was a really messed up day for me. His plan is to finalize a deal with you really soon. Meaning… he needs me to deliver you.”

      “Right,” I said. “Because that’s why you’re here. Right?”

      “Yes and no,” she said. “I would never do anything to hurt you, Gavin.”

      “But you had that meeting today.”

      “I had no choice.”

      “You didn’t tell your father about us, did you?”

      “No,” she said. “If I did…”

      “So he thinks you’re in town working me over.”

      “I guess.”

      “And what am I supposed to think?”

      “Gavin, I haven’t lied to you. I never would. I wanted to talk to you and come up with a plan.”

      “How does Whitney fit into the plan?”

      “What?”

      “She showed up again. Today. To the garage. She wanted to warn me about you, Olivia. Just like she did the last couple times I saw her. Today though, she seemed much more interested in me though.”

      “Gavin, you can’t listen to her…”

      “She told me you were in a meeting with your father. She told me what was happening. She told me that you know nothing but what your father says. That your version of right and wrong isn’t your fault.”

      “And you believe her?”

      “I didn’t say that,” I said. “I’m just…”

      “Confused. And by being confused means you don’t trust me.”

      Olivia put her drink down and turned her head.

      “What?” I asked. “Say it.”

      “I have been forced into a life I didn’t want,” she said. “And everyone thinks that just because I have money it’s okay. But it’s not. I have done things that later I realized weren’t very good. But I always have tried to do right. Did I go to a children’s hospital on behalf of my father and give a speech to help him with his company? Yes. But what nobody else saw or knew was that I visited all the kids beforehand. That I would visit as much as possible. The bond I had with Abigail was private until she passed. And the only reason it became public was because I wanted to preserve her memory and bring attention to her life and to all those who were sick in that hospital. If you think for a second what we have here Gavin is fake, designed, whatever, it’s not. I did not come here with anything in mind. Whitney did. She knew what was happening. Her father and my father are competing.”

      “So I’m like some fucking prize between two rich women?”

      “In some way, yeah,” Olivia said. “I don’t want you to give up what you have.”

      “How do you know what I want?” I asked.

      “You want to sell?” she asked. “If you do, tell me. I can help you, Gavin. I can help you get more money than you ever thought possible.”

      “Maybe I want to tell your father to go fuck himself,” I said.

      Olivia took out her cellphone and tossed it to the table. “There. Do it. It’s under Sterling. I haven’t called him Dad or Father since I was a kid.”

      I stared at Olivia. Goddammit, I believed her. I loved her.

      “Gavin, the only thing that matters is what you want,” she said. “I didn’t come here to end up like this. I had a really fucked up day and the only thing that got me through was thinking about you. That never happens for me. Okay? I would have my fucked up days and then jump into this fake world to just hide myself. But I don’t have to hide with you, Gavin. I’d give up everything for you.”

      I gritted my teeth. “Liv…”

      She stepped toward me. She touched my arms. “This is your chance to figure out what you want.”

      “It doesn’t work that way.”

      “Yes it does,” she said. “What do you think Luke would think of you right now?”

      “Don’t you fucking bring my brother into this.”

      “Get mad at me,” she said. She was challenging me. I sort of liked it. “Go ahead. Get mad. But you do so much for everyone. Do something for you. You want your garage and your house? And your town? Then keep it. I’ll help you. You want some money… money that you can live off of for the rest of your life? I‘ll help you.”

      I swallowed hard. “It’s not that easy.”

      “Yes it is.”

      Before we could say another word, my front door opened.

      “Uncle Gavin!” a little voice cried out.

      I smiled. “It’s not that easy, Liv.”

      I broke away from her and when Ava saw me she jumped into my arms. Nikki then came storming through the living room. She was ready to unleash hell but when she saw Olivia she froze.

      “Oh…”

      “You don’t call anymore, huh?” I asked Nikki.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said. “Stacey tried to come over.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah. She wanted to talk. I left.”

      “Uncle Gavin, can I sleep here?” Ava asked me.

      I held her in my arms. “Of course you can. Let’s go get you settled.”

      “Right now?” Ava asked.

      “It’s getting a little late,” I said.

      “She’s had her bath,” Nikki said. “She’s ready to crash.”

      I took Ava upstairs and got her tucked in. I had a sense of dread going through me that I didn’t like at all. My first job was to protect Ava.

      “I have a little surprise for you,” I whispered.

      I left the room and went into my bedroom. I grabbed the TV off the one dresser and carried it into Ava’s room. Now, I didn’t like the idea of it, but it was better than Ava worrying about her mother or whatever was going to happen downstairs. Nikki meant well, but sometimes she got so lost in herself she forgot that she had a daughter.

      “This is a one time thing,” I said.

      I hooked up the TV and hooked up a DVD player. I was lucky enough to find a couple movies in the room. I figured the DVD’s themselves would be missing but they weren’t.

      When the movie started to play I went to the bed and kissed Ava’s forehead. “Hey, are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” Ava said. “Mommy got nervous.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Someone called her and scared her.”

      “Were you in bed?”

      “Almost.”

      “Then you left?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, you’re here now, Ava. And you know that my house is super safe. I’ll be here all night. I promise. Nothing will happen here.”

      “I know that,” Ava said. “I wish I could live here. Mommy too.”

      I smiled. “I know. But you can stay here tonight. So enjoy your movie.”

      I kissed Ava’s forehead and then left the bedroom.

      The last thing I expected to find was Olivia in the hallway.

      “Hey,” I whispered.

      She grabbed my hands. “I love you, Gavin. I’m just… I’ve never felt like this before. And I don’t care about anything. I don’t care about your garage or money or house or family issues. I care about you. I don’t even care about my issues. I want to drop and run right now. For you.”

      “I’m not used to this,” I admitted. “You see what my life is. It’s easy to watch from the outside but when you’re in the storm you’ll eventually get sick of it. But thank you for being here.”

      We kissed.

      “Hey,” she said. “I don’t want to add to your night…”

      “What now?”

      Olivia bit her lip. “Stacey is here too.”
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      I stopped in the middle of the living room and couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

      Stacey on my left. Nikki on my right, in the dining room. Nikki was hugging herself, pacing. Stacey just stood there, hurt spread across her face. I always knew there would be some kind of showdown between these two. I just didn’t expect it tonight or in my living room.

      I looked back at Olivia. I opened my mouth to tell her to just go.

      She read my mind and shook her head.

      She mouthed to me. No. I’m staying here.

      “So what is this?” I asked.

      “I just wanted to talk,” Stacey said. “Long overdue.”

      “I don’t want to talk to you,” Nikki said.

      “Why not?” Stacey asked.

      “You sent him off to die!” Nikki yelled.

      I lowered my head.

      This was officially happening.

      Stacey stormed through the living room. “I did? You had him fucking confused, Nikki. And we were all teenagers. I never wanted to hurt you. Or him. I never tried to. I was just there. Okay? I kept things as calm as I could. For you.”

      “You were with him, Stacey,” Nikki said.

      “Yeah, I was. At one point. But you know what? He never looked at me the way he looked at you. He forever loved you. He didn’t love me.”

      “That’s right,” Nikki said. “You were just a piece of ass for him. But that wasn’t good enough. So you wanted him dead!”

      “Nikki,” I growled. “Stop saying that.”

      “No,” Stacey said. “Get it off your chest. I want to hear it.”

      I looked over at Olivia. Her eyes were wide.

      “Because the last time I checked, I wasn’t overseas,” Stacey said. She closed in on Nikki. “I didn’t put him in danger. If anything, it was you, Nikki. You wanted this perfect fucking life out of this fucking town. Right? You wanted him to give you more. Not me. I would have taken whatever he could provide. But that wasn’t good enough for you.”

      Nikki then swung.

      I didn’t see it coming but I should have.

      I heard the smack and charged forward.

      But I wasn’t close enough.

      Stacey grabbed Nikki and turned, throwing her against the dining room table.

      “Hey!” I managed to yell.

      The few seconds it took me to get to them, they each had handfuls of hair and were throwing punches like they were a boxer going for the final knockout. This wasn’t some cat fight with cheap slaps.

      I opened my arms and had no idea what to do. I didn’t want to hurt them but I couldn’t let them kill each other.

      They were growling with deep seeded anger and hurt, accusing each other of everything that happened to Luke.

      I chose Nikki first and grabbed her, hugging her. I broke between her and Stacey. I took a few punches to the shoulder and head as my reward. I picked her up and walked her around the table.

      “Christ, stop this,” I yelled. “Right now.”

      “I hate her,” Nikki said. “I hate her. She stole him. She killed him.”

      “Fuck you,” Stacey said. “You crazy bitch. You couldn’t keep…”

      I looked back just in time to see Olivia slap Stacey across the face.

      There was a sudden wave of shock that went through the house. And complete silence.

      “Both of you shut the fuck up,” Olivia growled. “I’m tired of this.”

      Stacey touched her cheek, in shock.

      I let Nikki go and backed away, showing my hands.

      “You two are grown women,” Olivia said. “And, Nikki, you have a daughter. With Luke. She’s upstairs trying to sleep. And you’re down here fighting? Literally fighting someone?” Olivia looked at Stacey. “And what do you want to prove? Huh?”

      “I just wanted to talk,” Stacey said. Her eyes filled with tears. “I miss him too, Nikki. And you think I drove him into his decision to join the military? I didn’t. I didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “Nobody did anything wrong,” Olivia said.

      “But he’s gone,” Nikki said.

      “We know that,” I finally said. “Christ, we know that. I can’t keep holding everyone’s grief. And anger. And fucking guilt. Luke was a grown man when he made his decision. He wanted to make something of himself and he did. He fucking did. His legacy is upstairs right now watching a cartoon movie.”

      Nikki started to cry.

      Stacey started to cry.

      “That’s it,” Olivia said. “I have an idea.”

      I looked at Olivia and raised an eyebrow.

      “Gavin, you’re staying here,” Olivia said. “You’re playing babysitter.”

      “Excuse me?” I asked.

      “You two,” Olivia said, pointing to both Stacey and Nikki. “Come with me.”

      Olivia then walked toward me. She had taken full charge of the situation and my house.

      She took a handful of my shirt and moved to her toes. She planted a kiss to my lips.

      Now I was in complete shock.

      “What the hell are you doing, darling?” I asked.

      “I’m fixing this,” Olivia said. “We’re going to have a girls night out… see you in the morning.”
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      I pulled into the parking lot of the apartment building and someone was there to meet me. He hurried to open the door to the SUV and wanted me out so he could properly park the vehicle.

      I looked back at Nikki in the middle row and Stacey in the back row.

      They had sat in silence the entire ride into the city like two children.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      “For what?” Nikki asked.

      “You’ll see,” I said with a smile.

      Something told me they hadn’t had a good night in a long time. And not a night at the same bar with the same people. Flirting, drinking, washing away sorrows, hoping to find someone for a little temporary comfort. There was nothing wrong with that but I wanted to show them something different.

      Very different.

      I took them to my apartment.

      I opened the door and smiled. “Get inside and get a drink.”

      “Holy crap,” Nikki said as she slowly walked through the massive open floor plan.

      “This is…” Stacey looked at me. “You’re really The Princess, aren’t you?”

      “No. I’m Olivia. I work hard. I was lucky in some ways and unlucky in other ways. I don’t even notice this stuff anymore.”

      “Well, I’m seeing it,” Nikki said as she ran her hand along the marble countertop in the kitchen. “Look at that lighting.”

      “Here, check this out,” I said.

      I had a massive outlet panel just outside the kitchen. There were eight sets of lights in the kitchen. I could control each set to make them brighter, dimmer, and even change colors.

      I dimmed the lights so there was just a little over the island. That was my favorite part. The way the light bounced off the counter.

      I opened the stainless steel fridge and pointed to what I had.

      “Is that wine?” Stacey asked, pointing to my wine fridge.

      “Yup,” I said.

      “What’s the most expensive bottle you have?” Nikki asked, smiling.

      I opened the door and crouched. I grabbed the bottom right bottle and stood up. I put it on the counter. The label wasn’t even in English.

      “This is worth around ten grand,” I said.

      “Ten thousand dollars?” Nikki asked. “For wine?”

      “How good does it taste?” Stacey asked.

      “Let’s find out,” I said.

      They both shook their heads but I opened the bottle anyway. What the hell was I going to do with a bottle of wine worth ten grand? Keep it for twenty years? Brag about it? Screw that.

      I dropped the cork and corkscrew to the counter. I looked up and thought about getting wine glasses.

      “No,” I whispered.

      “No what?” Nikki asked.

      “Fuck being a lady,” I said.

      I grabbed the bottle and drank from it. Then I handed it to Nikki.

      “Are you sure?” she asked.

      “Drink.”

      She took a drink. She smacked her lips together. “Tastes like wine.”

      “That sip was worth like three hundred bucks,” Stacey said.

      “Here,” Nikki said. “Try it.”

      Stacey took the bottle and drank some.

      “Wine,” she said.

      “See? It’s all bullshit. A countertop. Lights. An apartment. Wine. It’s all bullshit. I hate it.”

      “How could you hate it?” Nikki asked. “You have nothing to worry about?”

      I laughed.

      I turned and opened the wine fridge again. I grabbed two more bottles.

      “Here,” I said, and gave each of them a bottle.

      I grabbed the corkscrew and then my phone.

      “I want to show you something else,” I said.

      I sent a text message to the apartment building security and we all waited outside the apartment door.

      The guy who came was named Drew. I had gotten to know him over the time I lived there. Nobody really paid attention to anyone else, but I did. I liked talking to Drew. He had a son - Drew Jr. - that was working on his criminal justice degree. He wanted to become a detective in the city. His son thought it was so cool that his dad got to wear a badge and carry a gun. To Drew, he downplayed what he did, but for me, it was important. He kept the building safe, and everyone inside too.

      “I’m not supposed to do this,” he said as we climbed up the fire escape stairs.

      “I know,” I said.

      “Nobody better fall or do something stupid,” he said.

      “We’re all smart,” I said

      “Where are we going?” Nikki asked.

      Drew stopped at a door and swiped his card and typed in a code. The door popped and he nodded.

      “Make sure it’s shut tight when you’re done. Please let me know when you’re done so I can double check.”

      “Not a problem,” I said. “Thank you, Drew.”

      Right through the doors was the roof to the building.

      I heard a collective gasp from Nikki and Stacey.

      “Look at this,” Nikki said.

      “Come on,” I said. “Keep walking with me.”

      I had a spot I came to. I had some chairs and a small table. Sometimes it was nice to just be on top of the building. Everything under me. All the noise. The decisions. The drama. Everything.

      “This is insane,” Stacey said. “Look at the lights. I mean… the city…”

      “Better than home,” Nikki said. “When it gets dark there’s nothing on.”

      “Except the neon light of the bar,” Stacey said.

      “The only place to go after dark,” Nikki said.

      It was good to see them have a civil conversation.

      “So… let’s have a drink,” I said. I opened the other two wine bottles. “And talk.”

      “Talk?” Nikki asked.

      “You scammed us,” Stacey said.

      “No,” I said. “I saved you. You two were going to kill each other. In front of Gavin. He didn’t know what the hell he was doing.”

      They both laughed. They looked at each other. Then they looked away.

      “Every so called friend I ever had was fake,” I said. “I never had someone I could count on. Everyone wants something from me, including my own father. He uses me. All the time. But then I met Gavin. And I started seeing all these people. And it felt like a family. Sure, a messed up family, but who doesn’t have a messed up family? Nikki, I met you the morning after I met Gavin. I got so drunk the night before, I threw up. I made Gavin pull over and I threw up. He thought he was getting lucky… nope.”

      Nikki laughed. “That’s great. And he still helped you?”

      “Of course he did,” Stacey said. “That’s Gavin.”

      “And, Stacey, I was jealous of you.”

      “Me?” she asked.

      “Yeah. You were all over Gavin the night I met him. I thought you two…”

      “Oh, that was in a different life,” Stacey said.

      “Sometimes I used to wonder about me and Gavin,” Nikki said. “He’s such a good person. And he really is sexy. Ew. That felt weird to say. He’s… like, my brother.”

      Nikki hurried to drink from her bottle.

      “Gavin told me everything that happened,” I said. “With Luke.”

      It was a little breezy up on the roof of the apartment building. And it was dead quiet after I made that comment. Stacey stood up and shook her head.

      “What?” Nikki asked. “Are we here to fight?”

      “If that’s what you two need to do,” I said. “Do it.”

      Stacey turned. She had tears running down her cheeks. “I was so in love with him. I was a teenager. I knew he loved you. You hurt him, Nikki. But you were a teenager too. We all were. You knew what Luke wanted.”

      “I wanted him with me,” Nikki said. “We were going to have a family.”

      “You have a family,” I said. “You have Ava. You have Gavin.”

      Stacey hugged herself. “I never meant to hurt you, Nikki. And when Luke…” She touching her mouth. “Nobody was there for me.”

      Nikki stood up. She drank a lot of wine in a big gulp and stood there, staring. I thought they were going to go at it again.

      “What do you mean?” Nikki asked.

      “You had Luke. You had the town. You were pregnant with his baby. You had his baby. And then you had Gavin again. To help with Ava. Nobody even looked at me once. You don’t know what it’s like to feel the way I did for him and he just wanted you. I was honestly just a really good friend. Yeah, maybe some things happened between us, but it wasn't serious. And when he talked about the military, do you know what I said?”

      Nikki shook her head. “No.”

      “He asked me what he should do. I told him he should go talk to you. Sit down with you and see what was right. Because it was a commitment and that you two being apart was never a good thing.”

      I swallowed hard. My emotions were starting to catch up to me.

      What a fucking mess, huh? And Gavin had been managing it for years.

      “You swear you said that?” Nikki asked.

      “Yes,” Stacey said. “Because he hugged me and said he was sorry he could never love me. And then he went to you. And then you got pregnant. And when he left to go overseas, everyone worried about him, you, and Gavin. I was always on my own with it. The outsider. And all I ever wanted, Nikki, was to reach out to you and tell you I know how it feels. And that you’re not alone. And that if you ever need someone, I’m here.”

      “Oh, shit…”

      Nikki’s voice cracked.

      She stepped forward.

      So did Stacey.

      The two hugged each other.

      I sighed deep inside my soul.

      Then they looked at me.

      “Come here, you bitch,” Nikki said.

      I joined their hug.

      And we all stood there, crying. Like babies. Crying because of what happened to Luke. Because Ava would grow up without her father and have to realize the tragedy. We cried because Stacey finally had a chance to let it out. We cried when I told them about Abigail and when I told them about my mother.

      Next thing I knew, it was a couple hours later, the wine was almost gone, and we were all drunk.

      I caught Stacey standing near the edge of the building. She was gently swaying with the wind.

      “What are you thinking about?” I asked.

      Stacey looked at me. “Jon.”

      “Jon?”

      “Nikki. Do you remember Jon?”

      “With the leather jacket?” she asked. “The one who thinks he’s in some kind of motorcycle club?”

      “Yeah,” Stacey said.

      “Who’s Jon?” I asked.

      “The last guy I sort of dated. He told me I was putting on weight. That he didn’t need saddlebags on his motorcycle.”

      “No he didn’t,” I said.

      “Yeah.”

      “What a fucking loser,” Nikki said. “I bet he wasn’t even that good, was he?”

      “Let me just say,” Stacey said, “that he rides that big motorcycle to definitely make up for what’s not there…”

      I laughed. “Why are you thinking about that?”

      “Because I let the wrong people hurt me. Maybe I like being hurt?”

      “No,” I said. “You’re just looking for love. And maybe sometimes you think you see it when you don’t.”

      “That’s deep,” Nikki said. “I crashed my car and I could have killed my daughter.”

      “But you didn’t,” I said. “You were smart enough to make sure Ava was okay.”

      “I chased you away too, Nikki,” Stacey said.

      “I’m a bad mother.”

      “No you’re not,” I said.

      “Far from it,” Stacey said. “You know what? Fuck these feelings. Fuck being a bad mother. You’re not, Nikki. You’re good at what you do for your daughter. She loves you. And, Olivia? Fuck whatever hurts you. Be happy. Right now.”

      “What about you?” I asked.

      “I feel like blowing up Jon’s motorcycle. But we’re too far away.”

      “No we’re not,” I said. I grabbed my phone and made a call. “Yeah… I need a car… right now…”
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* * *

       

      “This is insane,” Stacey said.

      I handed her a dozen eggs. “It’s not a bomb, but it’s still fun, right?”

      “This is better,” Nikki said. “He’ll have egg everywhere on his motorcycle. Calling you fat? Fuck that guy.”

      “Yeah,” Stacey said, finally smiling. “Yeah.”

      I had the window up so the driver couldn’t hear us. He was simply just driving us back to town, no idea what I had in mind. Stacey gave him the address to this Jon guy’s place.

      The car turned up his street and I saw Stacey hesitate.

      “You got this,” Nikki said as she touched her leg. “You do. We change everything tonight. All of us. Well, I don’t know about you, Olivia. Your life is pretty perfect it seems. But me and Stacey… we’ve lost too much time. We should have been closer. Healing together. But I stopped that. I did it.”

      “No, I did it too,” Stacey admitted. “I couldn’t get what I wanted and I let it bother me. I shouldn’t have made it seem like both Luke and Gavin needed to make a choice. There was no choice to make.”

      “We have the future,” Stacey said.

      “We have right now,” Nikki said.

      “We have eggs,” I said.

      The car came to a stop.

      I put the window down.

      “There it is,” Stacey said.

      “How does he afford this house?” Nikki asked.

      “His mother gave it to him,” Stacey said.

      “Momma’s boy,” Nikki said and laughed.

      I grabbed an egg and nodded. “Let’s do this.”

      “What if we get in trouble?” Stacey asked.

      “I’m rich,” I said with a smile. “I have plenty of lawyers.”

      “You rich people suck,” Nikki said. “But it’s not so bad tonight. Give me a fucking egg.”

      Nikki grabbed an egg and threw it out the window. The egg smashed against the driveway, missing the motorcycle.

      We all giggled.

      “You try,” Nikki said to Stacey.

      She threw an egg and it barely went anywhere.

      “No, no,” I said. “Stand up. Plant your feet.”

      I was hunched over but I had my balance. I leaned out the window a little and lobbed the egg into the air.

      We all watched as the egg came down and splattered against the seat of the motorcycle.

      “Yes,” Nikki said. “Nice throw.”

      “Have at it,” I said to Stacey. “Show this guy just how small his dick is. And that no man has the right to tell a woman she’s gained too much weight. Ever.”

      Stacey smiled. She blinked back tears. She put the container of eggs between her and Nikki. Then she grabbed an egg for each hand. For the next few minutes she perfected her egg throwing abilities, leaving Jon’s motorcycle covered in yellow, gooey egg.

      After she threw the last one, Stacey sat back and frowned. “I wish there were more.”

      “I could get more,” I said.

      “No,” Stacey said. “I’m good. I needed this.”

      I put the window up and then put the window down between us and the driver. “Drive, please.”

      “Where to, Miss Olivia?”

      “I’m not sure yet,” I said. “Just drive, please.”

      I put the window up and the car started to move.

      The three of us sat there in silence for a few seconds.

      “Fucking men,” Nikki whispered.

      “Amen,” Stacey said. “I have to stop hiding in my own pain with things.”

      “I have to stop waiting for my self destruction to continue,” Nikki said.

      They both looked at me. I guess it was my turn. I licked my lips. “I have to take control of my future.”

      “Does he talk about me?” Nikki asked.

      “Who?”

      “Gavin.”

      “No,” I said. “I mean, nothing bad. He loves you, Nikki. He loves Ava to death. He said there was a time when he thought you and he were going to be together but it never happened.”

      Nikki smiled. “I would have been lucky. But it would have been weird.” Then she looked at Stacey. “You would have been lucky, too.”

      “I know,” Stacey said. “He’s such a good person.”

      I felt a little jealousy kick up. I was sitting in a car with two other women who loved Gavin.

      “But it wasn’t real,” Stacey said. “You are lucky though, Olivia. He loves you. You can tell. You can sense it. It’s such a relief.”

      “He deserves it,” Nikki said. “And there I am, busting through the door with Ava, interrupting you.”

      “No,” I said. “You’re family. That’s how it’s supposed to be.”

      “Not like that,” Nikki said. “I run to him too much. I hide behind him. I try to do one thing right and then I fuck everything up. Sad part? I used to call and text when I was at his door. Afraid that I was going to interrupt him. I wanted him so badly to find someone. But I knew I’d fuck it up.”

      “You didn’t fuck anything up, Nikki,” I said. “Look at tonight. I haven’t had a night like this… ever. Just us. You know? Nothing fake. Nothing revolving around business. Not needing to watch what I say.”

      “Is that what it’s like?” Stacey asked. “Fake?”

      I swallowed hard. “In the city, yes. But when I’m with Gavin, it’s not fake at all.”

      “Damn,” Nikki said. “You’re making my heart melt.”

      “So what’s the problem?” Stacey asked.

      Oh, nothing. I’m supposed to push Gavin into making the biggest decision of his life. If he goes one way, I become richer. If he goes another way, he screws up the life of every person in town.

      “I just said it,” I said. “The future. I need to control it.”

      “So then control it,” Nikki said. “What the hell are you doing in a car with us?”

      I smiled. “You’re right. You two are boring.”

      “Bitch,” Stacey said.

      I put the window down. “I know what’s happening next.”

      “What’s that, Miss Olivia?”

      I looked at Nikki and Stacey. I nodded.

      I knew exactly what I needed to do.

      “You’re going to take me to Gavin’s house… and then you’re going to take these two beautiful women back to the city, to my apartment, and be their personal driver until I say so.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Twenty-Two

        

        A Talk of Truth

      

    
    
      
        (Olivia)

      

       

      I was a little drunk when I climbed into bed on top of Gavin. I was a little something else as my hands ran up his bare body, feeling every inch of beautiful muscle. I  had already stripped myself down, knowing what I wanted from him. And when my hands slid down his open jeans, I could feel what I was doing was working.

      He opened his eyes, confused, but only for a second.

      When he realized it was me and what I was about to do, his hands grabbed my hips. Our eyes locked and I knew right then what we had had long since crossed the threshold of being real. There was no sense of reality for the connection we shared. He was the dirty mechanic. I was the rich princess. But in that moment we were just two people.

      I lowered myself down and took him inside me.

      I rode him with an instant pleasure soaring through me. But then Gavin did what he did best. He tossed me to the side, down on the bed, and was on top of me. We didn’t speak a single fucking word. We didn’t need a word. We had each other.

      Gavin thrust deep inside me as I groaned and bit at his shoulder for comfort. I could smell and taste my own breath, laced with a lot of wine. My head was spinning a little too, but that compared nothing to what he was doing to me. What he had done to me. What he would do to me.

      Thrusting, fucking, loving, holding me, caring for me, and taking me places I never knew existed.

      My hands climbing up and down his back, feeling his muscles flex as he pumped. Feeling his steel like ass hardening each time he gave himself harder and faster into me.

      My lips and tongue sampled his shoulder, his chest, his neck, finally settling at his mouth.

      We kissed during and long after we were both done.

      He kissed me until I fell asleep.

      I vaguely remembered him leaving my body, rolling to his back, pulling me on top of him. His strong arms around me.

      But I remembered one important thing… falling asleep with butterflies in my belly, pleasure between my legs, love in my heart, and a smile on my face.
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* * *

       

      I surprisingly woke up before he did. I felt like someone smashed the front of my head with a hammer. Wine hangover. They were seriously the worst. And I had plenty of experience with them. So many different dinners and parties I was forced to go to where I’d drink an extra glass or two to survive the night only to pay for it the next day.

      I snuck out of the bed and went to Gavin’s dresser. I snuck a t-shirt and wore that and nothing else. I exited the room and looked down the hallway and remembered that Ava was there too.

      Slowly, I opened the door and saw Ava was fast asleep.

      Something about it just felt good. Normal. Happiness. Even in the midst of such craziness that made this all happen. Gavin’s home. Him running a business that could barely survive in a town that could barely survive. Ava was his niece. Her mother was sleeping in my apartment in the city. Her father killed in action as a military hero. Gavin taking the reins to help Ava, her mother, and everyone else.

      Nothing was easy, but that only made the peace better when it came.

      I took that sense of peace downstairs.

      Jesse greeted me with his tail wagging. His aged eyes big and loving. I crouched and hugged the old dog. He put his head on my shoulder and then gave me a gross lick along the entire side of my face. I kissed his wet snout and then walked to the backdoor and let him out.

      I made coffee and poured myself a cup and stood in the kitchen and looked out the window to the backyard. I watched Jesse roaming around, nose to the ground, sniffing for an animal, food, or a place to do his business.

      It was so perfect. It was real.

      I cupped the coffee mug with two hands, feeling the warmth, smelling it. Sipping it. Thinking hard.

      So hard that I didn’t realize Gavin was behind me until he touched me, scaring me. I jumped and gasped. Lucky for me my coffee mug was almost empty by then or else I would have been wearing hot coffee.

      Gavin quickly spun me around, took my face into his big, strong hands, and he kissed me. He then growled. “Fucking right,” he whispered. “That’s how I want to start every morning, darling.”

      “Consider it done,” I whispered back.

      “So… last night…”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Nikki and Stacey are still in the city.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah. I came back here. Well, we all did. We threw eggs at Jon’s motorcycle.”

      “What?” Gavin asked.

      I laughed. “I guess Stacey was dating Jon?”

      “Yeah. I remember that. That guy is a…”

      “I got a car and made the driver take us to Jon’s house. We egged the heck out of his motorcycle and left.”

      “What are you… a teenager?”

      “Maybe,” I said. “It felt good. The first time I could hang out with other women and not feel like I was competing or being compared to.”

      “Well, whatever you did, you did amazing, Liv. I thought they were going to kill each other.”

      “It’s all good, Gavin. All good.”

      His hands slipped around to my ass. “Why don’t we make it fucking great?”

      He kissed me again.

      “Uncle Gavin, are you kissing Olivia?”

      We both looked and there stood Ava, rubbing her eyes, half asleep.

      “Yes I am,” Gavin said.

      “Why?”

      “Because I love her.”

      “Oh. Okay. Can I have something to eat?”

      I laughed. “Of course you can, Ava. I’m sure Uncle Gavin would love to make you pancakes. And some bacon. Right?”

      Gavin raised an eyebrow at me. “Right.”

      I stood off to the side and watched Gavin make breakfast. He brought a step ladder into the kitchen and let Ava stand on it. He had such patience as she learned how to flip a pancake.

      By the time we were getting ready to eat, my heart was heavy. So damn heavy.

      I ended up walking away from the table and went upstairs to get changed into my clothes.

      Gavin caught me with my phone in my hand after I sent a text.

      “What’s wrong, Liv?” he asked.

      “I have to go,” I said.

      “What?”

      “I have to go,” I said. “There’s something I have to do.”

      “I just made breakfast…”

      “My ride will be here in an hour.”

      “Work stuff?”

      I touched Gavin’s jaw. “Something like that.”

      He raised an eyebrow at me and I slid my hand to his chest and nudged at him to get out of my way.

      He moved and I left the bedroom.

      I looked over my shoulder halfway down the hallway and smiled.

      Between last night and this morning… it was time.

      To face my father once and for all.
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* * *

       

      I paced the conference room, knowing I was the one taking control. My father was already twenty minutes late, but that was his style. He would show up late all the time. Yeah, it was an ignorant move, but it was a negotiation tactic of his. He would get the other people worried, mad, flustered, and then pounce on them. They’d sit there and think about how messed up the rest of their day would be and my father would swoop in and get what he wanted.

      But not today. Not with me.

      I had already stopped by my apartment to get changed after calling Andy and demanding she set up the meeting. Nikki and Stacey were still there, taking in the luxury of it all. I told them to stay as long as they liked, but told Nikki that Gavin would be taking Ava to the garage to work.

      I paced for another two minutes when the door opened and Andy stood there.

      “He’s not coming,” I said.

      “He wants you in his office.”

      “Of course he does.”

      “What the hell is going on here?”

      I looked at Andy. “Change.”

      “I don’t like that word, Olivia.”

      “I have no choice,” I said.

      “I have a kid…”

      I stopped and looked at Andy. “I will always take care of you. But something has to give here.”

      “You’re really going to take Sterling on?”

      “Yeah, I guess I am.”

      “Can I ask what it’s about?” Andy asked. “So I can maybe help you?”

      I shook my head. “This is way beyond you, the empire, everything. This is about me and him.”

      “Shit,” Andy said. “Okay. Good luck then. Please let me know what you need from me next.”

      “I will.”

      I took a few steps and then stopped. “Andy.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I have something for you to do.”

      “Okay.”

      “Where’s your kid right now?”

      “Daycare.”

      “Leave,” I said. “Get your kid. Just show up. Big surprise.”

      “What?”

      “Take a personal day. Fully paid. Go into my office and find my emergency cash. Take a couple hundred, even more. Go have the day of a lifetime.”

      “Olivia…”

      “That’s an order,” I said.

      I didn’t let Andy get another word in.

      I stayed focused and walked the long hall to my father’s office.

      The door was massive. It reminded me of the castle door to the bad guy’s room in a video game. Two men stood there, guarding the door. Seriously. One of them opened the door for me.

      My father’s office was like nothing I’d ever seen. The office of a bad guy in a superhero movie. Massive windows along the back of it. A huge desk that was probably never used. An expansive bar along the side wall. Every possible bottle of booze with dim lighting that shined off the perfectly cleaned glasses. In the one corner was a putting green. No lie. A putting green. There were leather chairs, a leather couch, a treadmill and some weights in another corner.

      I couldn’t imagine how many millions the office cost.

      And the kicker? Against the other wall was a fish tank built into the wall. Not for pretty, colorful fish though. Inside the tank? Sharks. Two of them. Granted, they weren’t thirty feet great white sharks, but still… sharks.

      My father stood at the shark tank, hands in his pockets, staring.

      My heart raced. I felt like I was in a stranger’s office. But it was my own father.

      The great and powerful Sterling turned and looked at me. He smiled.

      “You look more and more like your mother each time I see you,” he said.

      I swallowed hard. Going for the heartstrings already.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “So you needed to see me. An emergency meeting.”

      My father walked across his office and stopped in front of his desk. He crossed his arms and leaned against the desk.

      “The town project can’t happen,” I said. “We have to move on to something else. Stay in the city.”

      “No,” he said.

      “You don’t get it…”

      “I found the town I want,” he said. “I have the plans. Everything is in motion. I sent you into town to get me what I wanted. You tell me you’re doing it. Now you’re not.”

      “It’s not right to do.”

      “Right?”

      “The town depends on everyone there. You can’t just go in and…”

      My father put his middle finger to a folder on his desk. “Gavin.”

      “What?”

      “Gavin,” he said. “That’s his name, right? Gavin. He owns the garage. The land. He has a nice little house. Some piece of shit that’s about to fall over. His dog is about to die, how sad. His brother was killed overseas while serving in the military. So he’s been living through that hell for years. He blames himself for his brother’s death because he was the oldest son. His little brother had the chance to get out but couldn’t do it. He paid the ultimate price. But his brother went overseas and left a woman behind, who was pregnant.”

      “How?”

      My father grinned. “I did my own investigating, Olivia. Come on now. Do you really think I trust you? I could see it in your eyes. I get it. You found something fun to mess with. I can’t blame you for that. But he’s fucking poor. He’s a loser. He fixes cars. He can’t balance a checkbook. Your destiny is Parker. So I can let this one slide because you’re going to let Parker propose soon. As for me? I’m going to push into that shithole of a town with all my might. I’m going to get the garage and the land. And then the first thing I’m going to do is pay for a memorial for Gavin’s brother. And you, Olivia, are going to host the event for it. Because Gavin will follow you with his tongue wagging like a stupid animal. You’re going to win everyone over with your sweet words. And while they’re all looking at some statue I’m going to be in the background, taking everything they own.”

      “You’re a monster,” I said. “You really are. You’re a bad person.”

      “Says the woman who’s been enjoying my money for years.”

      “No more,” I said. “I’m done with it all.”

      “Right. You have money so you can just walk away, huh?”

      “No,” I said. “No. This is all wrong.”

      “You have a soul now?”

      “I’ve always had a soul,” I said. “You just used me.”

      “I paid you for a job you always did well.”

      “No. I refuse this.”

      “So what happened? You fell in love?”

      I gritted my teeth. “It’s beyond that. Abigail.”

      “Oh, Olivia,” my father said. “There are so many sick kids. So many die each day.”

      I gasped. “You’re a bad person. And it’s going to catch up to you. I won’t allow this.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Fight it.”

      My father laughed. “And when I call Gavin and offer him seven figures for his piece of shit life, what will he say?”

      I thought about it. Gavin’s life could forever be changed. But it wouldn’t be for the better. Having money didn’t make up for everything else.

      “I’ll fight it,” I said. It was all I had.

      “With what? This is my next project. You know, you’re so focused on this righteous side of life, you don’t even see the truth, Olivia.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Whitney has Gavin by the heart already.”

      “What?”

      “She keeps going there,” my father said. “She’s going to get the deal for her father. I will not let that happen. And she’s smarter than you. I should have known better. She’s subtle. She knows how to work her way in. In fact…” My father looked around and then nodded. “In fact… if I’m not mistaken… I think she was seen going there not too long ago.”

      “Today?”

      My father nodded.

      “No,” I said.

      “Olivia. Life is about money and power. You don’t have to like it, but it’s the truth.”

      “You’re like this because you couldn’t save Mom,” I said. “So you turned into this greedy pig. No money could save her so what do you get out of this now?”

      My father curled his lip. “Don’t bring her into this.”

      “She’d be ashamed of you.”

      “Olivia…”

      “No,” I said. “She’s gone. And instead of leading a good life, you chose this life. And you taught me that it was all okay. But I can see now. I quit. I quit this company. This life. Being your so-called daughter even. I quit it all. And I’ll fight all of it.”

      “You’re going to get lawyers and come after your own father?” he asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “That makes me proud,” he said. “Now get out.”

      I turned and hurried to the door.

      “Olivia,” my father called out. “I really hope you have your heart protected. You can’t live with love on the outside, Olivia. If you do, you’ll end up getting crushed. I’ll be here when you need me.”

      I looked back at him. “I’ll never need you.”

      I stormed out of the office and set my eyes forward.

      I tried to call Gavin but he didn’t answer.

      So I left the building. I got into my car. And I left the city.

      As far as I was concerned, I was leaving the city for good.

      I would give up everything for Gavin.

      And that included my heart.
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      I called Gavin three more times but he didn’t answer. I went to the garage and he wasn’t there. Rich told me he called and said he’d be in late. So I figured he was home with Ava, waiting for Nikki to show up. But he told me he would just take Ava to the garage.

      I drove to Gavin’s house, looking at the town. My father’s vision was wrong. It was greed. It was deception. He was going to play on the emotions of everyone because of what happened to Luke. That was wrong.

      When I pulled into the driveway and saw Gavin’s house, I felt a sense of peace. Comfort. A place I wanted to call home for myself. I’d give it all up for him and start over and do something else.

      Then I saw Gavin. He stood on the second to last step of the front porch.

      And he wasn’t alone.

      My father had been right.

      Whitney was there.

      I gritted my teeth.

      Bitch.

      I had been dealing with her my entire life. Her greed, lies, deception. A pretend friendship that was built off our fathers competing. But Whitney always took it another step. Always trying to attack me, hurt me, steal from me.

      I had plenty to say to her but I never got my chance.

      Because I sat there and couldn’t believe what I saw next.

      Whitney and Gavin kissed.
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      I was speeding. The road was a blur from the tears. I tried to hold it in, suck it all back down, swallow everything. This was my life. Nothing but deceit. And now Gavin? I thought about turning around to fight back. To go after Whitney. To go after Gavin. Or maybe I would just keep driving. Get away from everything. Everyone. Find a way to seriously just start over. A new person. A new life. A new everything.

      Except my heart hurt.

      I was in love with Gavin. I looked at him beyond who he was and I knew he did the same to me.

      I wiped my eyes and gritted my teeth.

      “Don’t run,” I whispered. “Don’t run.”

      Tears flooded my eyes again as I cut the wheel.

      I was going too fast.

      The back tires kicked against the dirt road and kept going.

      I cut the wheel and thought I had it. A cool turn around like you’d see in a movie.

      Except the back of the car kept going. It darted off the road and the entire car started to pull. I panicked and cut the wheel left, right, back and forth, thinking I could save myself.

      But I couldn’t.

      My entire life was crashing all around me…

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Twenty-Three

        

        A Talk of Lies

      

    
    
      
        (Gavin)

      

       

      I was about to leave the house with Ava when a black car pulled up and Nikki climbed out. She looked a mess, but a happy mess. Ava charged out the door to greet her mother. In a fury of a recap only a kid could do, Ava told Nikki everything that happened while she was gone. Then Nikki put Ava down and told her to go use the bathroom one last time. That was just Nikki’s way of being alone with me.

      “How was your night?” I asked.

      “Wild.”

      “Heard you egged Jon’s motorcycle.”

      Nikki laughed. “The wine did it.”

      “The wine. Right. So you and Stacey…”

      “We’re good. We needed that.”

      “The fight? Or the wine?”

      “Both,” she said. “Hey. Olivia is really something.”

      “I know.”

      “Seriously though. I judged her. The rich girl thing. But she’s so far beyond that. She’s such a good person. She really is. You’re lucky to have her. I hope you figure everything out.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just, whatever. I mean, she lives in the city. You live here. It’s hard to figure out.”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “And… I owe you an apology.”

      “For what?”

      “For what I’ve done to you.”

      “How so?”

      “Come on, Gavin.”

      “No. I want to hear this.”

      “For everything. After Luke. I leaned on you. Too much. I assumed you would take care of things. I always turned to you for money, support, love. And I could never give back what you deserve.”

      “We’re family, Nikki. I made a promise to my little brother to always take care of him. He’s gone now. But you’re not. Neither is Ava. You’re here. You’re my family. You’re all I’ve got.”

      “You’re wrong there, Gavin.”

      “How so?”

      “You have Olivia too. She loves you.”

      “Yeah, I guess she does. Crazy, huh?”

      “Don’t mess it up.”

      “Why would I mess it up?”

      “I don’t know. I’m just warning you.”

      Ava then came outside. I gave her another big hug. I kissed Nikki on the cheek. And they climbed into the black car and were driven away. I laughed and shook my head. How the hell did Olivia work her way into this town, my life, and my heart?

      I went back inside and looked around. At some point I knew the call would come to make my decision on what to do with the garage and the land. Maybe I’d talk to everyone in town first. Or those close to me.

      Or not.

      It was my goddamn life.

      I grabbed my keys and opened the door to see someone waiting for me.

      Whitney.

      Standing at the bottom of the porch steps.

      I walked outside and shut the door behind me.

      “Glad I caught you before you left,” Whitney said. “I see that Olivia has now started to play your family.”

      “Go away, Whitney,” I said. “I have to get to my garage. I have a life to live here.”

      “I’m not here to try anything funny, Gavin. I came to apologize for the last time.”

      “Yeah?”

      “That was wrong of me. To just… to put myself in that position. And you. That wasn’t good to do. I’m not that kind of woman.”

      “Good to know,” I said.

      I walked down the steps.

      I was two steps by her.

      “I have something you need to see,” she said. “I debated on what to do here.”

      “I’m not in the mood,” I called out.

                  “She’s going to hurt you. I figured you should see the pictures from me before you find them.”

      “Pictures?” I asked.

      “You know she has a guy, right?”

      “What are you talking about.”

      “Parker. That’s her guy. She’s been with him for a while. They’re close to getting engaged. I mean, did you think what you two had was real? She won you over, Gavin. And now your family. It’s all part of the plan.”

      I turned. “You know, I’m getting really tired of this.”

      “Me too,” Whitney said. “Here, I’m not making it up.”

      Whitney took out her phone and handed it to me. I stepped toward her and looked at the screen.

      “What the fuck…”

      Sure enough, it was a picture of Olivia and some guy. Kissing.

      I shook my head. “Bullshit. That could have been taken…”

      “You know when it was taken,” Whitney said. “Yesterday.”

      The skirt she was wearing in the picture was the same one from yesterday. The skirt I ran my hands up. The skirt I lifted all the way up. When I put Olivia on my desk. When I put her on the hood of the car. When I…

      “You’re angry,” Whitney whispered. “You know I’m telling the truth.”

      “Where did you get this?” I asked.

      “She was with him at her office. This wasn’t some secretive picture. There were rumors about them splitting up. So they appeared together to prove it wrong. There are hundreds of these pictures from different people. I didn’t do this, Gavin. I don’t really care about Olivia, to be honest. I care more about you. I’m watching this from the sidelines and I don’t like it.”

      “Give me the phone,” I said.

      I looked harder at the picture. And the article that went with it.

      Dammit.

      Whitney was telling the truth.

      I stepped forward, rubbing my chin.

      What a fucking mess.

      I didn’t want to believe it. There was no way Olivia could be that person. Not with what she said to me. The way she looked at me. The way we looked at each other.

      I paced left to right for a few seconds and then stopped again.

      I gave Whitney her phone back. “I don’t give a shit.”

      “You don’t?”

      “I’ll talk to her myself. I’ll figure this out myself. This is not your business, Whitney.”

      “You say that,” she said. She stepped at me. “You know what this really is, Gavin.”

      That’s when I took a second to look at her. Her eyes were glossy. Messed up.

      I put a hand to her arm. “Hey, are you… high?”

      “High for you, Gavin,” Whitney said.

      “Christ. You’re high. On what? Huh? What kind of rich girl shit are you stuffing in your body?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Whitney said. “I want you to be stuffed in my body right now.”

      I groaned. “You gotta get out of here. I have to find a way to get you out of here. Give me your keys.”

      “Come get them,” Whitney teased.

      She started to giggle.

      I was torn between thinking about Whitney being high and driving and the picture of Olivia and some guy kissing. I couldn’t admit defeat or hurt in front of Whitney. But, shit, it hurt. It really hurt.

      I gritted my teeth.

      I felt something starting to crack inside me. Trying to take care of everyone so long. The garage. The house. My damn dog. But everyone else. Stacey. Nikki. Ava. And I thought I had Olivia to balance that out. And, damn, she was worth everything.

      But was she using me?

      “Come on, big boy Gavin,” Whitney said. “Show me what those rough hands can do to a woman. And I’ll show you what a real woman can do to you. You have no idea what I’m capable of.”

      I lunged forward and grabbed her by the waist. My hands moved down and up, trying to feel for keys. They had to be somewhere on her. Whitney grabbed at my shoulders. I felt her nails dig at me. I didn’t care. I was too focused on getting the damn keys from her.

      I couldn’t find the keys.

      Then I felt her get really close to me. Way too close for my own comfort. I tried to turn my head but before I could do it her lips were planted against mine. I started to pull back and Whitney quickly opened her mouth and started to slap her damn tongue against my mouth, wanting more.

      I pushed her away and growled. “You don’t get to do that.”

      “Whoops,” she said with an evil smile and pointed.

      I turned my head and couldn’t believe my eyes.

      There was a car.

      Quickly turning around.

      “Looks like someone doesn’t like to be hurt either,” Whitney said.

      I ignored her.

      “Olivia,” I whispered. “Fuck.”

      I looked back at Whitney.

      “Forget her, Gavin,” Whitney said. “You know she was coming here to lie to you some more. I’m not lying to you. I like you. I want you. I showed you the truth of Olivia. And, yes, I may have taken a couple pills. But I have a prescription. So, sure, I’m high. And I shouldn’t be driving. So take me inside, Gavin. Take me inside and fuck it out of me.”

      I could tell that Whitney wasn’t used to getting turned down. And she would do anything to get what she wanted.

      I couldn’t let her drive though.

      But I couldn’t let Olivia just get away like that though.

      I had no choice really. I had to find Olivia.

      I pointed to Whitney. “Don’t fucking leave. Do you understand me? I’ll… I’ll give you what you want. Just don’t leave.”

      Whitney made her hand into a claw. “Roar…”

      I turned and started to run for my truck.

      I looked back at Whitney and paused for a second. “I need something from you.”

      “Anything you want, sexy man,” she said, her words slurring a little more obvious.

      “I need to talk to Sterling… right now.”
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* * *

       

      I flew down my road. There were several directions that Olivia could have gone. All I could do was just assume she would be heading back toward the city. I took the logical route and gripped the wheel tight, shaking my head as I did so.

      I went around one of the bends on the dirt road. About half a mile ahead was when real road would appear. A right there would put you on a straight path right back into the city. Chances were her car was faster than my truck. But I knew where she lived and how to get there. I would go right into the goddamn city and find her.

      I needed to find her. I needed to hear everything from her.

      I needed to know the truth. I needed to know the lies. I needed to know…

      I saw the front of a car off the side of the road, slightly tilted.

      As I slammed on the brakes, I cut the wheel to my truck and skidded to the left, almost doing a burnout. I straightened the wheel and was going the opposite direction and pulled to the side of the road.

      I climbed out of the truck, leaving the door open. I ran toward the car, knowing it was the same car I saw in my driveway.

      “Olivia!” I called out.

      The driver’s side door opened.

      I jumped for the door and slid on the embankment, almost going down on my ass.

      Olivia sat there, staring at me.

      “Are you hurt?”

      “No,” she said. “My back tires grabbed the edge and I slid off.” She looked at me. “I need a tow truck. Know anyone who can help?”

      I looked at her. She looked fine. There was no damage to the car. She was seriously lucky. She was also facing the opposite way… meaning she had been leaving and tried to turn around.

      “You wanted to come back?” I asked.

      “You were kissing her,” Olivia said. “That stupid, backstabbing bitch. You were kissing her. You let her in.”

      “I…” I gritted my teeth. “She kissed me, Olivia.”

      “Oh, how fucking convenient of an answer.”

      “Goddammit,” I growled. “Listen to me. She’s fucking high right now. I was trying to find her keys.”

      “In her mouth?” Olivia snapped.

      That’s when I reached my breaking point. I laughed. An angry laugh. “And you should talk, huh? What the hell were you doing here? Trying to finalize that deal, I bet.”

      “What are you talking about? I came to tell you I quit my father’s company. I stood up to him. I’m on my own now. I wanted to come talk to you and figure out what we need to do next…”

      “We? You and that guy?”

      “What guy?”

      “The one you were kissing?”

      Her face dropped. “No. Gavin…”

      “You know, I can’t stand Whitney coming around,” I said. “But then she shows me that picture. And it was a picture plastered everywhere, huh? You kissing some guy?”

      “He kissed me,” Olivia said.

      I laughed. “Oh, so that excuse works for you but not me?”

      She hung her head. She grabbed the steering wheel. “You don’t get it.”

      “I don’t get it?” I asked. “What don’t I get, Liv?”

      She looked at me. “I told you. My father handpicked him. I had no idea what was happening. There was speculation that he and I weren’t together. We were never together, Gavin.”

      “Oh yeah? Try again.”

      She swallowed hard. Tears filled her eyes. I needed to turn off my emotion for a second here. No matter how raw or how much of an asshole I looked like.

      Olivia climbed out of the car. She put her hand out and I helped her climb up the embankment so we were both standing on the side of the dirt road.

      “I would go out with him for dinner,” she said. “Just for pictures. We were both using each other. Not in a sexual way either, okay? But the second I met you, I realized what it meant to find something real. I don’t know anything else that’s real but you, Gavin. Everything in my life is scheduled and processed. Except you. You’re a mystery. You’re the wild card. I never know what’s next and it scares the hell out of me… but I love it. I was at my office yesterday, meeting with Abigail’s parents. I was trying to come up with a plan to help you with my father. Then Parker showed up. He wanted to talk to me. So I went with him to talk. What I didn’t realize was that he had a whole bunch of people waiting at the ground floor, right outside the elevators, with cameras. The doors opened and he quickly started saying we were together. Then he grabbed me and kissed me. I didn’t think to tell you because… I don’t know. It didn’t matter to me. It meant nothing. Then my father was in my office. Threatening me. I just…”

      Olivia started to cry.

      I made fists and held back. “So that’s where we’re at? You came to see me. You spent the night with Stacey and Nikki. Then you ended up in my bed. And you rushed away this morning, Liv.”

      “To face my father,” she said. Tears running down her cheeks. “He knows everything about you, Gavin. About the town. Luke. Nikki. Ava.”

      “How? What did you tell him?”

      “Right. Like I would do that to you.”

      “I don’t know what to think right now,” I said.

      “I would never betray your trust,” she said. “And if you can’t see that…”

      “Tell me what happened,” I said.

      “He wants to offer to build a memorial to Luke. As a distraction to get what he wants, which is the entire town. I told him no way. I told him I quit.”

      “You seriously quit?”

      “Yes,” she said. Her eyes were glistening, super bright, even though it was from tears. “Yes, Gavin. I quit. I’m done with a fake life. I don’t care about an apartment. Hotels. Cars. Private drivers. I want you…”

      I stepped back and rubbed my jaw. “Goddammit. How is shit so messed up right now?”

      “It’s my fault,” she said. “I was stuck between reality and what I was told reality was. I’m sorry for that, Gavin. I should have stood up to him a long time ago. But I never did. I was too afraid. Without him… the business… Whitney… I would have nothing. But now I have everything when I’m with you.”

      I stepped forward and slipped a hand to Olivia’s face. I wiped away a tear. “None of it matters anymore, darling. I called your father.”

      “What? When?”

      “Right after I saw you leaving my driveway. Whitney gave me his number and I got into my truck to chase you down.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I told him he could have whatever he wants.”

      “No.”

      “Yes,” I said. “I’m done taking care of everyone, Liv. I’m done being used, beat up, and being hurt. And that includes you.”

      “Gavin…”

      “No,” I said. “I’ll take my money and I’ll take care of everyone that matters to me. I’ll move Nikki and Ava somewhere else. I’ll make sure Stacey is okay. I’ll give Rich, Donny, and Hank some cash to figure out what’s next. And you, Liv, you get the fame. I’m not going to fuck up your life anymore than I have. It’s over.”

      “It’s not over,” Olivia said. “Don’t say that again.”

      “It is,” I said and took my hand away. I grabbed for her hand and lifted it. I kissed the back of her hand. “You’re The Princess, darling. I’m the mechanic. I’m the fantasy, not the reality here. I’ll get your car towed out of that embankment. Okay?”

      “Gavin, no,” she said. Fresh tears coming from her eyes.

      It was too late though. I had already talked to Sterling. He named a number that I couldn’t refuse. If it brought the fucking town down, then so be it. That would be a good thing. Luke would get a statue and I would get a chance to get the hell away from it all. Take Nikki and Ava with me. So we all could start over. I’d give Sterling the house and the land there too. I just couldn’t be near Olivia without falling in love with her. And I couldn’t be near that lifestyle either. That business backstabbing always looking over your shoulder life.

      I stepped into the road and looked at my truck.

      “Gavin,” Olivia yelled. “Gavin! Please.”

      I looked at her. “I love you, Liv. But you need to really think this out. You really need…”

      “Gavin!” she screamed at me. “Move!”

      I turned and didn’t even realize what was about to happen.

      I saw the car and I saw that Whitney was the one behind the wheel.

      I tried to jump out of the way, but it was too late…
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      My head was still spinning. When I closed my eyes, I pictured everything. Seeing the car coming up the road. Seeing the car swerve. Trying to yell for Gavin. But he thought I was calling him to beg him for his love and his care. Yeah, I wanted that, but I didn’t want him to get hurt.

      Too late.

      The door to the hospital room opened and Rich came walking in. He was holding two coffees.

      “Here,” he said, handing me one. “You look like you need it.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      I held the warm cup but didn’t drink. I hadn’t had a thing to eat or drink since everything collapsed around me.

      Call me what you want but I couldn’t stop thinking about what Gavin told me about my father. He called my father. Whitney had put Gavin into a position that he ended up selling the land and everything anyway. And there was Rich, by Gavin’s side, not realizing that Gavin had just sold everything. Rich was going to be out of a job. Probably lose his house or wherever he lived. Destined to become another puppet for my father.

      It made my stomach sick.

      I put the coffee down and lowered my head.

      I started to cry.

      Rich sat next to me and put an arm around me. “Come here, Olivia. It’s okay. He’s a fighter. Doc already told us he was lucky. He’ll come out of the daze soon.”

      I nodded and forced a smile.

      Gavin was lucky.

      Whitney, being stupid and high, wasn’t traveling all that fast. Fast enough to hit him, knock him out, and break his leg, sure, but not fast enough to kill him. Which was odd to think of it as being lucky.

      Doctors sedated Gavin because he was pissed off, talking crazy, and they needed to set his leg and put it into a cast. There were talks of concussion and brain injury but both a CT scan and MRI showed there was no damage done. Rich told me that Gavin and Luke had the thickest skulls in the world. He laughed and told me countless stories of them doing dumb stuff as kids and teenagers. And that Gavin and Luke rarely got hurt while everyone else seemed to get cuts, stitches, broken bones, concussions. Then he started to say something about Luke and lost his edge and had to walk away.

      “This is my fault,” I said.

      “Come on,” Rich said. “That’s not true.”

      I looked at him. Oh, it’s true, Rich.

      Whitney crashed her car a few seconds after hitting Gavin. She opened the door and fell out to the ground, crying. The whirlwind then kicked up and it was police and ambulances everywhere. Gavin went into an ambulance and Whitney was handcuffed and put into the back of a police car.

      And now I waited at the side of the bed. And I wouldn’t leave him until he woke up and he was allowed to go home. No matter what he felt about me. No matter what happened with him and my father. The garage. The land. Money. None of it mattered. I finally understood that to the fullest extent.

      “Shit like this never happens in our town,” Rich said. “It’ll be a story that will float around for years.”

      “Great,” I said.

      “No. That’s a good thing. A fresh story. Gavin will be a hero even more. Hell, can you imagine it… Gavin got a woman so pissed off she hit him with her car.”

      Rich smirked.

      I shook my head. “I’m so sorry I brought this to the town, Rich. To Gavin. He doesn’t deserve this.”

      “Hey. We don’t know each other. Looking at you, I see some rich woman. Who knows what your intentions are. But with Gavin? He’s never looked at someone the way he looks at you. He cares about you. He loves you, Olivia. And damn do you two have a hell of a story to tell.”

      “Yeah we do,” I said. I looked at Rich. “I’m sleeping here tonight. Doctors said he could probably go home tomorrow. They just want to monitor everything, just in case. He was lucky that she was high. She…”

      “Hey, shake that off,” Rich said. He stood up. “One thing you need to realize, Olivia. If you’re going to live in this town, you have to just go with it. I know when you’re in the city everyone wants to fight it out. Everyone wants to step on each other. But here, we don’t do that. You just go with it. That doesn’t mean you don’t get angry or sad. But don’t analyze it. He’s alive. He’s a tough guy. He’s going to wake up and see you and smile.”

      I nodded.

      Rich knew nothing that led to the circumstances of Gavin getting hit by the car Whitney was driving. But I wasn’t going to get into that story right then.

      Soon it was Rich, Donny, and even Hank in the room. Hank waddled his way to a chair and plopped down. He groaned and looked at me.

      “Always knew a woman would do him in,” Hank said.

      “She didn’t hurt him,” Donny said. “Another one did.”

      “Oh, Christ,” Hank said. “Waving his little wrench around too much.”

      “Actually,” I said, “it’s the biggest wrench I ever saw.”

      Rich stopped mid-chew on a piece of green gum as he stared at me.

      “And that’s coming from a city woman,” I said. “Who’s rich. You can’t imagine what I’ve seen.”

      I winked even though I knew I was two kisses taken away from being a virgin. Seriously.

      Rich offered to take me back to Gavin’s but I refused.

      They all left to go check on the garage as Nikki showed up with Stacey. We hugged. We cried. Nikki wanted to stay. I told her to be with Ava. So Ava didn’t get confused and scared. All Ava knew was that Uncle Gavin had a little car accident and bumped his head.

      One of the nurses named Annie recognized me and told me I should get something to eat before the hospital shut down visiting hours. I refused to leave Gavin’s side. So Annie used her break to go get me something to eat. Because she was a fan. I asked her what she was a fan of about me and she couldn’t answer. Because I was nice? Pretty? Smart? She still couldn’t answer. I thanked her for the food, tried to pay for it, she refused, and then she asked if I would pose for a picture. Which I did in the hallway and made her swear to not post anything online until myself and Gavin were far gone from the hospital.

      By the time I cuddled up on the chair that night, I felt like I had been awake for two days straight.

      I looked at Gavin. “I want you to know you’re wrong. That whatever you think about us… you’re wrong. It’s real. And I don’t care about the city. About money. About anything. You and I are real. I love you, Gavin.”

      I shut my eyes.

      A few seconds later, I heard him reply… “I love you too, darling.”
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* * *

       

      I was wired.

      Hearing his voice was better than eight cups of coffee.

      I called for nurses and doctors. They came to check on him, thinking something was wrong. Of course, it was perfectly normal for him to wake up. It wasn’t like he was in a coma. But he was awake! Actually awake! And he was staring at me. A small cut under his left eye. His leg in a big cast.

      He was there. Alive.

      “You’re going to be okay,” I said.

      “I know that,” he said. “She wasn’t going that fast.”

      “Gavin…”

      “Crazy woman,” he said.

      “Whitney? I know.”

      “No. You. What are you doing here?”

      “Well, I love you. I wanted you to wake up and see me.”

      “Kiss me, Liv.”

      There was no fighting that.

      I leaned down and kissed him. When I tried to pull away, Gavin grabbed me. I thought he was going to pull the IV’s out of his hand but I couldn’t pull away. Our mouths connected and it was perfection.

      I broke the kiss with my breath stolen.

      “Fuck. I really am alive.”

      “Hey, another thing?” I whispered. “My car is still stuck. So I need you to get out of this bed and help me.”

      Gavin laughed.

      I put my head to his chest. “Does it hurt?”

      “Not as much as my heart, darling,” he said. “I can’t lose you.”

      “I’m not going anywhere, Gavin.”

      “You say that now.”

      I lifted my head. “I mean it. I’m not leaving. I’m done. It’s over. I want this. You. Me. Whatever happens.”

      “I freaked out,” he said. “I thought if I pushed you away I could save you. Save myself. I don’t want to be hurt.”

      “You’re not,” I said.

      “He’s going to get everything, Liv. The garage. The land. The house. I mean, shit, I can start over, you know? Give it all to Nikki and Ava. But for me…”

      I leaned forward and kissed him. “You just need to shut up and get yourself out of here tomorrow.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Gavin, I’m going to prove to you I’m not going anywhere. Okay?”

      “And how are you going to do that?”

      I stood up and walked to the end of the hospital bed. I started to bite my nails on my left hand. I stared at the floor and thought really hard. Really, really hard.

      “Who knows the most about your town?” I asked.

      “Hank,” Gavin said. “Gus told him everything he knew. Gus was the last man to get chased by a dinosaur.”

      I smiled. “Funny.”

      “Why do you ask?”

      “I have a plan,” I said to Gavin. “I’m going to show you a side of me nobody has ever seen.”

      “Oh?” Gavin asked.

      I started to walk away but stopped. I looked back. I bit my lip. Then I rushed to the bed and leaned over to give him a kiss.

      “Trust me, Gavin,” I whispered.

      “I trust you, darling. I’m sorry for anything I said or did. But I saw a picture of you with another man…”

      “I know. I should have said something to you about that. It slipped my mind because it meant nothing.”

      “And I was really trying to get Whitney’s keys,” Gavin said. “She lured me in and I let it slip. That’s all my fault.”

      “No it’s not.”

      “Liv. I left her there with her keys and her car. She could have killed someone, and not just me. She could have hit you. She could have hit Nikki… Ava…”

      I saw Gavin’s chin tremble for a second.

      “Hey, hey, hey,” I whispered. “Someone told me that to make it in this town you just go with the flow.”

      “Oh yeah?” Gavin said.

      “Yeah. So don’t think that way. You’re here. You’re okay. We’re okay, Gavin. I love you. And I’m going to prove to you how much I love you.”

      “I hate being here,” he said.

      “It’s only one night,” I said. “And I’m going to show you what this bitch can do.”

      I kissed him and stood up.

      I started to walk away again.

      “Where are you going, Liv?” he called out to me.

      I looked back with a grin. “I’m going to sue my father… and save your town…”
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* * *

       

      I had a team of lawyers in my apartment. Stacey was serving drinks and food, helping to sort through paperwork. Nikki scanned any and all financial documents I gave her with some serious skill that I did not expect from her. Ava was in my giant bed, curled up tight, with a stuffed animal.

      It was late.

      Far too late to be up and preparing the files to go after my father.

      “We got it,” Nikki finally said.

      “Something illegal?” I asked.

      It was sad that I was hopeful.

      “No. But something Hank mentioned… it just clicked. The land Gavin owns can’t be sold.”

      “Why not?” I asked.

      Stacey smiled. “It’s special.”

      She and Nikki were clicking on a level I could not understand.

      “Someone say something logical here,” one of my lawyers said. His name was Derry and his price tag was obscene. Right then, the middle of the night hourly charge was insane.

      “It’s historic,” Nikki said. “Didn’t Gus say that… I can’t remember. Something happened there. Some battle maybe? Or there was some house. It caught on fire. There’s something there. We have to pull up everything on the entire piece of land. Not just the garage.”

      I looked at Derry. “Well?”

      “Could make sense,” he said. “Is Sterling going to want to abide by certain laws with a historic property?”

      “Nope,” I said. “He wants to go in and wipe it all out. Wipe the slate clean.”

      “Then we have it,” Derry said. “Let me start digging around.”

      “This is good,” I said. “Nikki… you’re really good at this. Isn’t she, Derry?”

      Derry raised an eyebrow at me.

      “I mean, look at her. Stacey, too. Smart women here. Nikki’s a single mother too. She could tell her story someday, Derry. Don’t you have a few offices outside the city?”

      “What are we doing here?” Derry asked. “Going after Sterling? Or conducting forced job interviews?”

      “Job interview?” Nikki asked.

      I smiled at Nikki. Then I looked at Derry. Before I could say another word, another lawyer spoke up.

      His name was Thomas.

      Full blown suit and tie like it was noon and he was going to a meeting. Perfect hair. Clean cut face. Small, black glasses on his face.

      “There’s a problem here,” he said.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Do you really think this will stop him?” Thomas asked. “I mean, paperwork on some land possibly being historic?”

      I thought about it. I answered honestly. “No. It won’t stop him. He’ll laugh.”

      “So then why are you dishing out so much money for this?” Thomas asked.

      I put my hands to the counter. “I’m rich. I want to spend the money. And I want to prove a point to my father. And you’re going to help me, Thomas. You too, Derry. We will file and refile paperwork every day if we have to. Just to be a pain in his side.”

      “Right,” Derry said. “This is going to be a long… everything.”

      “But look at the help you have,” I said to Derry. “Nikki and Stacey. Flying through this. What do you think, Derry?”

      “I think we need to focus on one thing at a time.” He glanced at Nikki. “I’m assuming you need a job?”

      “I have a job,” Nikki said. “But I’m always open to opportunity.”

      Derry laughed. “Has Olivia trained you to say that?”

      “Nope,” Nikki said.

      “I’ll go check on Ava,” I said.

      I slipped out of the kitchen and went into my bedroom. Ava was fast asleep. Such innocence there. No idea what we were doing, what happened to Gavin, or any of the other messes that come with life.

      I sat on the edge of the bed and put my head into my hands.

      It was a terrible long shot. It was probably embarrassing. My father didn’t care about a thing. See, he’d go in and build and then deal with the legal stuff later. Better to fight for forgiveness than beg for permission. I heard him say that so many times. And that’s what he’d do. If there was any chance the land was historic, I’d fight for it. There had to be protection. Plus, my father and Gavin only spoke on the phone. Nothing was signed. I had seen my father sue people for verbal agreements and win though. He had more money and more power. Then again, power was an illusion and money was convenient.

      I looked at Ava again.

      I adjusted the covers and patted her shoulder.

      This was going to be my new life. A life without the seven figure apartment. Without the security detail. The paparazzi. Waking up in Gavin’s house. The creaks of the floor. The cracks in the ceiling. The half decent coffee but the beautiful morning view.

      And you know what?

      I couldn’t remember a time in my life when I was so excited.
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      A bump on the head and my leg in a cast. That was my souvenir when I left the hospital. The doctor told me I was lucky my head was able to take a hard hit. Everyone got a kick out of it except me. I had heard it the entire time I was in the hospital and I had a dream about Luke. One of the last times we talked.

      We grew up being the daredevils who never got hurt. So one night it was me and Luke outside my house. Having a few beers, chatting about life. He was going overseas and I couldn’t stop him. He wanted to go be a hero and do something with his life. Something for Nikki’s life. Something for their then unborn baby.

      We were half drunk when I looked at him and grabbed for his arm. I squeezed it tight and he put his hand to mine. Our silent way of saying I love you. I hadn’t gotten emotional during the entire process until that night. I choked on more than a few tears.

      Luke started to laugh at me.

      “I love you, little bro,” I said to him. “You better be safe over there, man. I’m not going to sleep until you’re home. It’s going to be a long damn year.”

      “No it won’t,” Luke said. “I know what I’m doing. You did everything for me, Gavin. You were Mom. You were Dad. You were aunts, uncles, cousins, friends, everything to me. If I needed a smack in the face you were there to do it. You taught me how to fight, how to live. I’m going to make something of this and it’s all because of you.”

      “Just don’t get yourself blown up,” I said.

      Luke made a fist and knocked at his head. “I’m fine. We have thick skulls, right?”

      I laughed. “You have a thicker skull than I do.”

      We both laughed.

      I never thought my passing comment-slash-joke would come true and that’s how my little brother would face his last moments in life.

      The dream bothered me and when I finally got myself home from the hospital, I sat at the dining room table and cried a little. I missed Luke. I would miss Luke every day for the rest of my life. I would miss him when I looked at Nikki. When I looked at Ava.

      I wasn’t home for more than five minutes when everyone started to show up.

      I didn’t want to be bothered, but when Ava came in with a homemade construction paper Get Well Soon! card, I couldn’t help but smile.

      The old house was full of people, voices, talking about memories and making new ones. The guys thought it was great to tell Olivia all the stories about me. All the dumb and crazy shit I used to do.

      When I walked, Olivia was right there with me, pissed that I wasn’t using crutches.

      “Get used to being pissed at me,” I whispered to her.

      She cornered me in the kitchen and kissed my cheek. “I know you hate this. You don’t like attention, Gavin.”

      “I hate it.”

      “We all love you.”

      “I know.”

      “I was… I was thinking, you’re going to need help around here. Someone to stay with you. Just in case. Right?”

      “It’s a broken leg, Liv.”

      “But you could get hurt again.”

      “And you think you should stay to help?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “What about your job?”

      “I already told you I quit,” she said. “I wasn’t lying to you. I’m done, Gavin.”

      “I heard you spent the night with lawyers…”

      “We all did. Nothing is definite yet. But we have something to go with.”

      “Why bother, Liv?” I asked. “Just let him do what he wants. I don’t need anything but you, Liv.”

      “How romantic. But what about everyone else?”

      I looked toward the dining room. Rich and Donny arguing over something stupid. Hank in the corner, sitting in a chair, head down, sleeping. Nikki and Stacey, talking and laughing together. Other people scattered throughout the house and out back.

      “Why’s it on my back?” I whispered.

      “Because you’re the only one who can handle it,” Olivia said. “They all know that. I know that. That’s why I’m here, Gavin. To take that burden off you when I can.”

      “And that’s what you want? The life of a struggling mechanic?”

      “In case you forgot,” Olivia said, grabbing my shirt and pulling herself to her toes. “I’m still rich. Which means you’ll be rich too.”

      “Oh, so this is a bribe? Are you buying my love?”

      “No,” Olivia said. She then ran her right hand down my body. And kept going. “I’m buying something else…”

      I laughed. “You’re wild, darling. I don’t want any money.”

      “I know. Neither do I. But it’s nice to have.”

      “What’s next for you then?” I asked. “You can’t just sit still. I know it.”

      “I have a few ideas. But first, I want to enjoy this. You. Our life.”

      “Our life,” I whispered. “I like the way that sounds.”

      “Me too.”

      I slipped my hands around her and pulled her close.

      We kissed.

      Someone made a comment about it. We ignored it.

      It took another two hours for everyone to finally get the hell out of my house. Then it was just me and Olivia. Out back, a fire in the fire pit. She tried to sit down in a different chair than me but I wasn’t going to let that happen. I pulled at her and made her cuddle up on me like she had done before.

      I held her in front of the fire. Kissing her. Smelling her hair. Realizing how fucking perfect and precious life could be when it wanted to be.

      But the biggest fire…

      That was the one burning deep inside my heart.
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      It was a week later and Olivia had to go into the city for some meetings. She had held her ground firm about not going back to work for her father. I wasn’t going to stand in her way if she wanted to conquer the world on her own. For me, my kingdom was the garage. I had to get it organized and actually give a shit about things. How about that? A woman like Olivia comes into my life and I suddenly care about balancing the checkbook and paying the electric bill on time.

      Olivia’s smell lingered through my house as I searched for my truck keys.

      Jesse was sprawled out on the couch, taking his morning nap.

      “Didn’t I teach you to fetch?” I asked him. “Can’t you find my keys?”

      He just stared at me.

      “Right. I was dumb and taught you how to fetch sticks and tennis balls.”

      I went to check the kitchen for the third time when I heard a knock at the front door.

      I opened the door to find a stranger standing there. But judging by the suit and tie, the high-life kind of look, everything fake, wealthy, and the fact that he looked like he was going to get a disease by being on my porch…

      “Sterling,” I said.

      “Gavin,” he said. “I think this is a long time coming.”

      “Olivia isn’t here.”

      “I’m not looking for her. I came here to talk to you. May I come in?”

      “Sure,” I said. “Can I get you something to drink? Coffee? Water?”

      “Scotch?” he asked.

      “I can make that happen,” I said.

      Sterling laughed. He grabbed for my arm. “I’m just kidding with you, Gavin.”

      I pulled away.

      I wasn’t going to fall for some fake used car salesman kind of smile and routine.

      Sterling slipped his hands into his pockets and started to look around my house.

      “You know, I grew up in a house like this,” he said. “Long before my life took a wild turn.”

      “Before you became rich?”

      “Yeah, sure. You know why I became rich?”

      “No,” I said.

      “I’ll tell you why. My father worked a dead end job and struggled to feed us. There were nights when my mother wouldn’t eat dinner. Because she insisted that I eat since I was a growing boy. And she wanted my father to eat since he worked. She all but starved herself. So I started saving half my dinner to give to her. The first time I did it, she cried. She apologized to me. My father died at work when I was a teenager. Heart attack. My mother was then alone. Scared. That’s when I decided to become rich. And I did. Then my wife…” Sterling nodded. “Maybe in some way, Gavin, I never intended for all of this. Maybe in some way I did. I don’t think it matters. This is what I do.”

      “Why are you here?” I asked. “Why are you telling me this?”

      Sterling reached into his suit jacket. “See this paper? This is what my daughter has been working on.”

      “Which is?”

      “She’s blocking me taking your land. Which is interesting. I guess some of this land is considered historic. Not that I would give a shit about it. But I guess if you’re prepared for that fight…”

      “Are you threatening me here? Or are you going to offer me something?”

      “I’m not exactly sure,” Sterling said. “I’m actually proud of my daughter. Taking a stand. I mean, there are other shit hole towns to run over, right? She did quit. She won’t come back. Funny how I made her rich and then she leaves me.”

      “Have you ever treated her like a daughter?” I asked.

      “That’s a personal question, Gavin.”

      “Well, let me fill you in on what you’ve missed out on and what you’re missing,” I said. I stepped toward him. Fuck his money. Fuck his power. “She’s beautiful. She’s smart. She’s passionate. She’s not afraid to wear her heart on her sleeve, which says a lot about someone who obviously grew up in a world of greed and deception. She genuinely cares about other people and their well being. She’s not afraid to get into a rough situation, always able to see the better and the happy ending, even if it’s a long ways away. She takes the worst tragedy and somehow makes it okay. When she sees something she likes she gets excited. She gets this look on her face… and when she does look at you, it changes you. It changes your life. It changes everything about you. And from the second I met her, I saw her. The real her. I didn’t know who she was. I didn’t know she was rich. And I don’t care. I still don’t care. I love her.”

      “You love her,” Sterling said. “So this is what it’s become. My daughter falling in love with you.”

      “I think you meant to say a dirty, poor mechanic, right?”

      “Those are your words,” Sterling said.

      “It’s the truth.”

      “So you don’t want to be rich?” Sterling asked.

      “Maybe I already am. I’m rich in a way you’ll never get.”

      Sterling stepped toward me and put a finger right in my face. “Listen here, Gavin. I know what you’re talking about. I fucking had that. And it was ripped away from me.”

      “I’m sorry your wife died,” I said.

      “Don’t…”

      “I’m sorry. I really am. You know that money can’t take care of everything, Sterling.”

      “But it can take care of ninety-five percent of everything.”

      “But that other five percent is a big hole to face, isn’t it?”

      Sterling backed away and smiled. “You’re not afraid of me.”

      “Sorry, but a suit and tie doesn’t scare me.”

      “I could go after all of this, Gavin. Hard. I’m richer than you. Than my daughter. I have lawyers that could bleed you dry. Force you into selling.”

      “Have at it,” I said. “You’re not going to win, Sterling. Take my house. My land. Everything you want. But you’ll never get me. And you’ll never get Olivia.”

      Sterling rubbed his chin. “What an answer. So I’m left with a choice, Gavin. I can pursue this. Or I can back off. Find the next project.”

      “So then what are you doing here?” I asked. “Huh?”

      “To see your reaction,” Sterling said. He tucked the piece of paper back into his pocket. Then he put his hand out to shake mine. “At least shake my hand, Gavin. Two men finally meeting.”

      I reluctantly took his hand. I felt something in his hand.

      He tried to grip my hand but I was far stronger than him.

      I opened my hand and looked down at a massive diamond ring.

      “What the hell is this?” I asked.

      “That was the ring I gave Olivia’s mother - Victoria - when I remarried her. See, she was by my side before I became rich. And our wedding was boring. So I promised her something huge when I became rich. She didn’t want any of it. She hated me a little for it. I guess that’s where Olivia gets her humility from.”

      “And why am I holding this ring?”

      “So you can give it to my daughter,” Sterling said. “If all of this is real to you both…”

      I looked at the ring. I couldn’t even imagine how much it was worth. I then stuck it over the tip of my pointer finger and held it up.

      I shook my head.

      “Not a chance, Sterling,” I said.

      “Excuse me?”

      “First off, I love your daughter. She loves me. I would love to marry her. Make her my own and keep her to myself for the rest of my life. Maybe that day will come. But right now, she’s finally free. From you. She’s out there doing what she wants and she’s going to become something. Not known as The Princess. Not living off your money. She’s doing her thing. This ring could symbolize my love to her, sure. But you know what? The greatest thing I can give her is my trust. And she has all of it.”

      “So you don’t want the ring?” Sterling asked.

      “No. Take it back right now. Let it be a standing memory for yourself, Sterling. Of what you became. Where’s the ring you first gave your wife?”

      “She took it with her,” he said. “When she…”

      “Where it belongs,” I said. “Because that was the ring that mattered. Not the fancy one. Not the image.”

      “Right.” Sterling took the ring back and stared at it. Then he slipped it into his pocket. “I guess I’ve worn out my welcome here.”

      “You were never welcome here,” I said. “No offense. If you want to come and try to take down this town, that’s on you. You can buy the town but you can’t buy us.”

      “I have a lot to think about.”

      Sterling turned and walked to the door. He opened it and walked out. I gritted my teeth for a second and then chased after him.

      “Sterling,” I said as he was halfway down the porch steps.

      He looked back.

      “You could change. You could be different. You could be welcome here.”

      Sterling grinned. He then pointed to a black car in the driveway. “That car is worth half a million dollars. And that’s my cheap car. Why the fuck would I change anything I have right now? Plus, if my daughter is happy, then I have even less to worry about.”

      Sterling pulled on his suit and curled his lip. Trying to look powerful.

      He walked to his half a million dollar car but he didn’t get into the driver’s seat. He got into the passenger seat.

      Someone was driving him.

      I shook my head.

      What had he fucking expected? Me to take that obnoxious ring? Give it to Olivia? So he could hold that shit over my head for the rest of my life?

      Not a chance.

      Plus… what if I had already gathered up some cash and bought Olivia a ring already?
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      I held her beautiful body against mine. She was still out of breath. I was still smiling.

      She kissed my chest and put her chin to my chest. I loved when she did that.

      “Yes, darling?” I asked.

      “I feel a little lost when I’m not here,” she said.

      “Then what’s to worry about?” I asked.

      “I know what you did. What happened.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Gavin…”

      “Olivia…”

      I touched her face and then ran my fingers through her hair.

      She shook her head. “We’re both crazy.”

      “How so?”

      “I threw my life upside down. And you all but told Sterling to fuck off.”

      “Sounds about right, Liv. I take it he called you?”

      “Yeah. I have no idea where things will go but he’s going to find an easier way to make money. So I’m pretty sure everything here is good. And he also said you refused to take something from him. That you didn’t want to marry me. Because you wanted me to be free.”

      I gritted my teeth. “Asshole. I did not…”

      “It’s okay. I get it.”

      “No, Liv, you don’t,” I said. I rolled her to her back and touched her face again. “I’m not afraid of anything with you. But I want you to get out there and kick some serious ass. I know you will. We can do anything we want, Liv. If you think for one second I don’t want…”

      “Gavin,” she said. She touched my nose with her pointer. “Don’t get upset or defensive. I don’t care what anyone else has to say. Maybe this will be a good thing. Distance can heal.”

      “You really think that?” I asked.

      “No,” she said.

      “I’m sorry, darling,” I said. “But trust me…”

      “Gavin. Stop.”

      “No,” I growled.

      I looked to the nightstand. I reached for it and opened the drawer. I stuck my hand inside and pulled out the little black box and showed it to Olivia.

      Her eyes went wide.

      I used my thumb to open the box to show her the diamond ring.

      “This is what I bought,” I said. “I won’t say when. It doesn’t matter, darling. But this is yours.”

      “Right now?”

      “No. Not right now, Liv. This is yours when the time is right. I meant what I said. I want you to go out there and kick ass. And what I give you now before this ring is my trust and my love. Because I know you’ll be back. That’s what makes this crazy and makes this work.”

      “But I want that ring,” she said.

      I snapped the little box shut. “Not yet.”

      “What do I have to do to get it?” she asked with a grin.

      I put the box back in the nightstand then kissed her. “You’ll have to surprise me.”

      I rolled over and brought Olivia on top of me. She put her hands to my chest and leaned forward.

      “You can’t hold out on me forever,” she said.

      “I know,” I said. “But I’m distracted right now.”

      Olivia came down and kissed me. My hands slid around her body and eased her down on me.

      We had all night to be together. We had the rest of our lives to be together.

      As far as that ring goes? I planned on waiting for the right time… weeks, months, whatever it took to find that perfect moment.

      The only problem? Every moment with Olivia was perfect.

      So I made it three days before she came home and I gave her the ring.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue - Him

        

        A Day in the Life of… PART THREE

      

    
    
      
        (Gavin)

      

       

      I collected the last invoice on my desk and put it into a folder. I then put my head back and yawned. Olivia had been getting up so damn early and I couldn’t help but get up with her. She had set up a new company for herself. A consulting company that was taking off. On the side, she did charity work with Abigail’s parents, helping them set up everything from fundraisers to scholarships. There I was trying to manage the books for a rundown garage and she was handling millions of dollars with ease.

      She was something.

      Sterling backed off for good. I had no clue what would eventually come of that. Part of me wanted Olivia to have a relationship with her father, but at the same time, if the guy was just going to be manipulative, why bother?

      I opened my desk drawer and took out the picture of me, Luke, and Nikki. I stood and turned. I grabbed a tack and stuck the picture behind my desk, where it belonged. I wasn’t going to hide my feelings about my brother. The sacrifice he gave. How fucking proud I was of him for doing what he did. Not to mention he gave me my beautiful niece.

      Speaking of which…

      The door opened and Ava came rushing in holding a little container.

      “Uncle Gavin! Look! I got a salsmander,” she said.

      I walked around the desk and crouched down. “Wow. Check that out.”

      “We went on an adventure and I found it. I caught it myself. I’m naming him… I don’t know yet.”

      “I’m sure you’ll think of something,” I said.

      Nikki came into the office next. She looked nice all dressed up. Olivia helped her get a part-time job with some lawyer and she was able to work from home. Apparently Nikki had a knack when it came to accounting and finance. She was even going to start taking classes in the fall to get a degree.

      “Look at you,” I said to her. “All fancy and I’m still covered in grease.”

      “Speaking of which,” Nikki said and bit her lip.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “There’s a noise.”

      “Of course there is.”

      “I’ll make an appointment. And I’ll pay you.”

      I looked down at Ava. She held the little container up to her face, watching the salamander.

      “Pull the car into the garage,” I said.

      “No.”

      “Nikki. Stop.”

      “You have to run this place straight, Gavin. I’m okay now.”

      “I know you are,” I said. “But you’re still family. You come first. Pull the car in. I’ll take a look for you.”

      “Only if you…” Nikki’s eyes looked away. “Is that a picture of…”

      I nodded. “Yeah. I’ve had that in my desk for years. I want it up now.”

      “I remember that day. I remember everything.”

      “Me too, Nikki. We have to keep those memories alive. For…” I motioned toward Ava.

      Nikki nodded. “I know.”

      I then met Nikki in the garage.

      I had Rich and Donny check the car out and give it an oil change.

      Hank stood under a truck wearing safety glasses.

      I stood in the doorway between the office and the garage bays and took it all in.

      Things were going to be fucking great. They already were fucking great.

      Nikki had to take a phone call so I hung out with Ava. I crouched down again and looked at the salamander.

      “How about Sal?” I asked. “Since it’s a Salamander?”

      “No,” Ava said. “That’s dumb. I’ll ask Olivia. She knows everything.”

      “She does?”

      “Yeah. She’s really cool. I like her.”

      “I like her too.”

      “You’re going to marry her?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is my Mom going to get married?”

      I swallowed hard. “Maybe someday. That’s the thing about life, Ava, you just have to let it do its thing.”

      “I don’t know what that means,” Ava said.

      “Neither do I,” I said and laughed. “Let’s get back to naming this cool lizard thing.”

      “I like Brooke,” Ava said.

      “Brooke? That could work.”

      “Um… Uncle Gavin?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Can I keep it at your house?”

      “What?”

      “Mom said I can’t keep it home,” Ava said. “She thinks it’s gross.”

      “Hmm… how about this… how about we take it to the creek next to my house so she has a really nice place to live. She’ll make new friends. Have a new family.”

      “Maybe get married?”

      “Oh, definitely get married,” I said.

      “Okay. I like that. I’ll come over tonight, Uncle Gavin.”

      I smiled. “It’s a date then.”

      The guys finished working on Nikki’s car. I made her leave without paying a dime. Some things weren’t going to change. I was going to run my garage the way I wanted.

      Rich walked up to me, wiping his hands. “So, uh, I have a favor to ask.”

      “Go for it.”

      “I need to cut out early.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “For what?”

      “I don’t want to say.”

      “Can’t leave unless you tell me.”

      “Gavin…”

      “Tell me,” I said.

      “You’re a prick.”

      “I’m still waiting,” I said.

      “I have a date.”

      “You have a date?” I asked. “Who?”

      “Stacey,” Rich said.

      “Really?”

      “Yeah,” Rich said. “I kind of always liked her. We were always scattered, you know? But, I don’t know, I just said fuck it and asked her out. What’s the worst that could happen?”

      “You could be yourself and she’ll run away screaming.”

      “Thanks for that,” Rich said.

      I punched his shoulder. “I’m kidding. Get out of here. Go clean up.”

      “Thanks, Gavin.” He took a few steps and stopped. “You’re a really good person. I hated seeing you in the hospital. Even if it was for a day. You not being around here, man, is like…”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I said. “And save the mushy shit for your date.”

      “Right,” Rich said.

      When it came time to close up the shop for the day I sent Donny and Hank home. I took my time and looked around at the entire place. I shut the bays. I shut the door to my office and locked it. I looked around. The first time I stepped into that office, Gus was at the desk with his feet up, head back, napping. A little TV on the desk with a baseball game playing. I had a piece of paper in my hand that was a handwritten fake resume.

      I woke Gus up and asked for a job. He told me to get a fucking broom and sweep the garage. I worked for two weeks without getting a paycheck. At the end of the third week Gus sat down outside the garage one night and asked why the hell I was still there. I told him I needed a job. That I was taking care of my little brother, Luke. He handed me a can of beer, a sandwich, and told me to wait. He came back with twenty bucks.

      I wished I had that twenty dollar bill. But I needed it so badly then. I got some damn food for Luke.

      Gus paid me when he felt like it but I never went starving, neither did Luke. I worked my ass off and Gus taught me about life. How to deal with people. How to see the town for what it really was. I watched him struggle right to his last breath when he died. And then it all became mine.

      I stood outside the garage and looked at the building in the dark.

      In some ways the garage and the town were a fucking curse.

      But I climbed into my truck with a smile on my face.

      Why?

      Because I was one lucky mechanic… I was going to home to the woman I loved.

      And that made me the richest man in the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue - Her

        

        A Day in the Life of… PART FOUR

      

    
    
      
        (Olivia)

      

       

      I had my bag on the backseat. Life was so busy. I hated to say that my so-called celebrity helped to springboard my new business, but that’s what it was. It was reality. I was slowly stripping away the whole The Princess tag on my name, but if that helped to get people to see me and allowed me to help other people, then so be it. What I was doing with other businesses was amazing. Not to mention helping Abigail’s parents. It was such a whirlwind of a ride and it was only going to get crazier.

      I heard the yip of the puppy in the passenger seat and looked over. The chocolate lab puppy stared at me, trying to figure me out. I had already figured him out though. From the second I saw him, I wanted him. I figured if Gavin could tease me with a diamond ring, then I’d do the same with a puppy.

      He was probably going to get pissed off at me, but so be it.

      I hadn’t heard from my father in weeks. That was okay though. Distance and time would let it all play out. He had officially taken his sights off Gavin and moved on to something else. He backed away from the children’s hospital too. I was able to swing right in and get everything needed for a new wing. And it would be named after Abigail.

      As far as Whitney went, a rich woman like her didn’t do jail time. Her father offered to pay Gavin to not sue or pursue charges. It was a really big number he offered as a settlement. And Gavin refused it. Which almost pissed me off, but it was Gavin. He was true to his word and his character.

      You know what he said to Whitney’s father?

      Just get her some help so she doesn’t end up killing someone or herself.

      The judge overseeing the case felt that was a great idea. So Whitney was shipped across the country to some kind of rehab center. It was probably more or less a luxury resort, but whatever.

      Everything fake in my life was finally gone for good. But I did keep my apartment in the city. I went there with Nikki and Stacey. Sometimes Ava. Sometimes just myself and Gavin.

      I hired Andy as my number two in my new adventures and she was making double what she was before.

      Everything was…

      Yip.

      I looked over again at the chocolate lab. He quickly let out another puppy yip sound and I put my hand to his head.

      “Almost home.”

      When I got home, I opened the passenger door and let the puppy out. He quickly ran through the front yard, stopping to pee, and then sniffing the ground.

      Gavin opened the front door and came out to greet me, like he always did. Jesse was with him too. Jesse would always beat Gavin to me, needing his welcome home hug.

      Jesse stopped halfway down the steps and looked at the puppy.

      “What is that?” Gavin asked, looking down at the puppy too.

      “Surprise,” I said.

      “No. No way. No, no, no…”

      “Look at him,” I said.

      The chocolate lab saw Gavin and Jesse. It charged toward them.

      The puppy jumped at Jesse and started to nip at the old dog’s face. Jesse looked at me and I wished I could read his mind.

      Gavin walked down the steps and stared at the puppy.

      It kept jumping at Jesse. Right up until Jesse let out a loud bark and took control. The puppy then rolled to its back, succumbing.

      “See?” I said. “They’re playing.”

      “What did you do?” Gavin asked.

      “I got us a puppy,” I said. “Hate me?”

      Gavin slipped an arm around my waist. “Liv…”

      “Look at them,” I said.

      Jesse put his nose to the puppy’s face. Then he pulled away. The puppy jumped up and jumped at Jesse again. With a warning nip from Jess, the puppy backed up.

      Gavin then went after the puppy and lifted him up. “Look at you. Look at the size of your paws. You’re going to be a big…” Gavin lifted the puppy up higher to see between his legs. “A big boy.”

      “Want to know his name?” I asked.

      “Sure,” Gavin said.

      “Gus.”

      Gavin smirked. “I like that.”

      He put the puppy down.

      Gus started to run through the yard. Jesse took two steps and stopped. He barked. He looked at Gavin. He barked again.

      Gavin put a hand to Jesse’s head. “I know, buddy. I know. You’re just going to have to get used to it. Or go play. You’ve got years to go, Jesse.”

      I swore the dog could understand us. He let out a groan and trotted forward. After a few steps he then broke out into a full run. He and Gus spent a good hour playing with each other.

      A little bit later, after a much needed shower with the company of Gavin, I walked downstairs to find Jesse on the floor with Gus cuddled up next to him. The puppy was asleep but Jesse wasn’t. He looked at me.

      “Don’t worry,” I whispered to Jesse. “I love you more.”

      Jesse groaned and shut his eyes.

      I went to the kitchen to find Gavin standing at the bay window in the dining room.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Just standing here,” he said.

      I worked my way in front of him. Outside, the sun was almost set. There were a few leftover colors in the sky. It was mostly dark through. The back yard and trees were becoming silhouettes. It was peaceful and serene.

      “This is perfect,” I whispered. “Isn’t it?”

      “It’s something, Liv.”

      “The view is worth evertyhing,” I said.

      I looked back and up at Gavin. He wasn’t looking outside though. He was looking right at me.

      That sexy half smile on his scruffy face.

      He nodded. “Yeah, darling, you’re right… the view is worth everything.”

      

      THE END.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          From the authors

        

      

    
    
      Thank you for reading this book and sharing your time with us! This may have been a little bit of a different book than what we normally do, but it was perfect… I (Jaxson) got to write about the grittiness of where I grew up while I (London/Karolyn) got to write about the life of a princess… but in MY voice.

      We both hope you enjoyed the story and the depths of the heart, loss, and love.

      

      We hope to hear from you as we love to read emails and messages from our readers.

      

      Until next time… thank you for being there with us along the way…

      

      London (Karolyn) & Jaxson

      

      Please be sure to leave your review for THE MECHANIC & THE PRINCESS right now. Find the book on Amazon here: http://amzn.to/2jUsnmh

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Also by London & Jaxson

        

      

    
    
      Check these books out:

      
        	5 Years Later

        	In Her Words

        	Lost, Found, Loved

        	A Boy I Used to Love

        	This Crazy Forbidden Thing

        	Secret Exposure

        	The Man. The Game. The Baby.

        	Hate Me (& Hate Me Again)

      

      

      
        Start reading here: http://amzn.to/2jUsnmh

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Stay Social with London & Jaxson

        

      

    
    
      Stay social with Jax:

      

      
        	Facebook: www.facebook.com/JaxsonKidman

        	Newsletter (part of the Outlaw Romance Obsession team): http://eepurl.com/b9BDKb

        	Email Jax: JaxsonKidman@gmail.com

        	Amazon Page: http://amzn.to/2lgfpLG
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* * *

      Stay social with London (Karolyn):

      

      
        	Facebook: www.facebook.com/KarolylnJamesAuthor (the official Outlaw Romance Obsession fan page!)

        	Newsletter (part of the Outlaw Romance Obsession team): http://eepurl.com/b9BDKb

        	Email Jax: KarolynJamesWrites@gmail.com

        	Amazon Page: http://amzn.to/2jUsnmh

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          About the authors:

        

      

    
    
      Jaxson Kidman is the bestselling author of several novels, including:

      

      
        	5 Years Later

        	In Her Words

        	Hate Me

      

      

      Look for his upcoming novel, Anna’s Dress
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* * *

      London Casey (Karolyn James) is the author of the bestselling series, Back Down Devil MC

      

      These books have no set reading order. They are all stand-alone novels set in the BDD MC world. She is also the author of several stand-alone novels, including:

      

      
        	SECRET EXPOSURE

        	A BOY I USED TO LOVE

        	THIS CRAZY FORBIDDEN THING

      

      

      Look for the upcoming novel, The OTHER One
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        This book is a work of fiction.  Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously.  Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. (This also includes the cover image and/or cover model(s) appearing on the cover. The context of this book does not in any way depict the personal life of said cover model(s). Image is licensed and used purely for fictional purpose only.)

         

        First electronic edition October 2017

         

        Copyright © 2017 by London Casey (Karolyn James) & Jaxson Kidman

         

        All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part of any form.

        

        Image credit to Wander Photography

        Image credit to iStock

        Cover Art credit to Mayhem Covers
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