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  The Real McKenzie


Six months ago, the famous billionaire, McKenzie Sloan, chose my marriage to destroy. He convinced my husband to leave me. Now it's my turn to destroy his pampered little life. 
I'm just a small-town girl trying to survive the pending loss of her dream: the bookstore I opened with my husband. I thought he loved me until he ran off with a woman and stole all the money from our bookstore. 
Now it's just me and my sister that live in the tiniest house in the state of Virginia as we try to keep the store afloat.
Then, out of nowhere, billionaire playboy McKenzie Sloan strolls into my bookshop, acting like he didn't convince my husband to screw me over. He even introduced the girlfriend to my husband.
As McKenzie gazed at the books on the shelves of my dying bookstore with a smirk on his face, as if he was doing me a favor, I noticed one thing. He didn't know who I was.
That's when a smile appeared on my face as a plan to destroy him formed in my head. 
Should I just forgive and move on? Probably, but where's the fun in that?
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  ONE


Sandra 
“Thanks, Zach, for all your help.” I smiled as I adjusted the sandwich board announcing The Book Bar’s latest sale.
“Glad to be of help, Sandra.” He stood tall and flexed his arm muscles in the short sleeve T-shirt he wore on purpose.
It was barely above freezing outside, but Muscled-Up Zach had to show off his muscles.
“And these planters are beautiful.” I clapped my hands in excitement.
“Picked the flowers out myself.” Zach tipped his chin up with pride. “Thought they’d work with The Book Bar’s color scheme.”
My brow rose in surprise. Didn’t think Zach knew much about color theory or décor, but I guess you learn something new every day about the people you grew up with.
“Got to get back to the hardware store. Let me know if you need anymore help with anything.” Zach tossed his thumb over his shoulder and made his way across the street to Castle Ridge Hardware.
Before I headed inside the bookstore, I took a tentative glance down Fitzlee Street. I let out a breath in relief.
Jill wasn’t there yet.
I swallowed and knew it was just a matter of time before she walked into The Book Bar and exploded.
You see, I might have done a thing over the weekend to the bookstore without telling her. To be fair, it was my bookstore. I opened the place several years ago with my husband, Drake.
I loved books. Sure, my most favored genre was romance, but I still loved all books and took time to read other genres. This bookstore was my dream come true. 
But dreams have a knack for getting complicated, don’t they? Drake loved books, too. Loved them so much he ran off with our rare first edition of “Pride and Prejudice” and a woman he met at a conference. Oh, and any profit we had made from the bookstore.
He left me with debt and a very tiny house that still had a very big mortgage attached to it.
That’s where my sister came in. She had a recent heartbreak, too, when her fiancé left her at the altar. We helped each other through that difficult time.
She walked away from being a nurse to help me with the bookstore.
Growing up in a small mountain town like Castle Ridge, you learn to help each other. Family was family, and community was community. We always came together to help each other when needed.
That’s what my sister did for me, and the town did, too. The bookstore was filled with customers every day the first month after Drake left. I believed that my debt would get paid, and my business would thrive. But as the months wore on, the customers dwindled.
Until I had to take out a loan just to keep the store open. And now, in exactly six weeks, the loan was due.
Only I didn’t have the money to pay it back.
Jill thought the loan wasn’t due until next year, but I didn’t tell her when it was due. I just made it seem like we had a year to pay it off, not four months.
There were many things I kept from my sister. It’s not that I didn’t trust Jill, because I did, with all my heart.
It was her anger that worried me. She wasn’t violent or anything, but she had been through a lot this past year, so the last thing I wanted to do was upset her.
That’s why I pretended we had a year to pay off the bills. Filling the bookstore with expensive furniture and décor this weekend without her knowing was our last hurrah before The Book Bar closed.
Maybe I could get my sister to just enjoy the crazy instead of fight it for once.
The familiar jingle of the bell echoed through the bookstore as I unlocked the door and stepped inside. Taking a deep breath, I filled my lungs with the comforting scent of books and fresh coffee. 
“What’s not to love about this?” I asked myself as took in my dream come to life.
That’s when doubt crept up my back and settled into my brain. Jill was going to hate this. My smile faded as the cost of each item suddenly popped into my head. The green velvet couch. The antique rug. A chandelier that hung overhead.
Then I glanced over at the counter. The new marble counter gleamed and the fancy espresso machine was ready to be used.
I spent five figures on this stuff. What was I thinking?
Oh no... I glanced back as I heard her voice right outside. I had to hide.
Quickly I raced behind the beaded drapes that separated the front of the store from the storage area in the back.
Peering cautiously through the slits between the beads, I watched as Jill breezed in with her coffee-stained coat and a look of disheveled determination on her face. She hadn’t spotted me yet; her attention was immediately drawn to the new décor.
She nearly dropped her favorite yellow coffee mug. I wonder if that stain on her coat was from dropping it outside after seeing the sandwich board?
Shaking my head, I took a breath. What was done was done.
“Come on, Sandra. Be brave. Own it,” I whispered as I gave myself a pep talk.
“Is that velvet?” I heard Jill ask.
That was my cue. I pushed through the beads and plastered the biggest smile on my face.
“Surprise!” I waved my arms around as if the décor was the greatest thing I had ever done. “I had it done over the weekend. What do you think?”
There was my first mistake. Okay, maybe not the first, but definitely in the top-ten.
I asked for her opinion instead of acting like the delusional sister filled to the brim in denial that she expected from me. Based on the look Jill gave, I suspected she didn’t like any of it.
That didn’t stop me from acting like I had just designed a masterpiece. In my head, I had. It was my dream. Exactly how I pictured it when I was only eleven years old.
But dreams were expensive, and we weren’t rich.
Jill went to speak, but then stopped.
My sister was a patient person. She had been a nurse, so she kind of had to be. I wasn’t like her. I knew I should wait until she gathered her thoughts, but nerves were getting the better of me.
“Speechless.” I tried to hide my grin, but couldn’t. “Muscled-Up Zack helped me with the plants, but the workers did the rest.”
Jill blinked and didn’t stop. “Workers?”
She really wasn’t happy.
“You’re doing it again.” I pointed at her eyes. “Do you not like it?”
She didn’t answer. Instead, she gulped the air as if it was her coffee. Then she stumbled over to the counter to put her things down. But when she touched the marble, her hand shot back.
“Marble. Isn’t it gorgeous?” I moved next to her and picked up her mug. “And there’s no need to bring coffee from home now. Look what I got.”
I pointed out the espresso machine. She had to admit at least that was a wise purchase, based on how much money we spent on coffee from Hard Grind.
“Did you come into some money I don’t know about? Like, a long-lost wealthy uncle died and left you all his money?”
I laughed. “No. I’d tell you if that happened. You’re my sister, so we share it all. Even The Book Bar. This is as much my bookstore as it is yours, Jill.”
“No,” she said, as if I was coming at her with a knife.
I get she wasn’t happy with the décor, but I meant what I said. With everything she’s done to help, this is her bookstore, too. Even the home we live in. What’s mine is hers.
“No? Don’t be silly. The house—”
“You mean, the house for dolls?”
Jill was being ridiculous.
“I know our house is small, but it’s not that tiny.”
“It’s the smallest house in Virginia, Sandra. That means there is no other house in the entire state smaller.”
“Fine. But can’t you just be happy for once? Look at this place; it’s paradise.” I spun around the room because it was my dream.
“What do you mean, for once? I’m usually happy.”
“I get it. You had your heart broken, too. I was in shock when Ja—”
Jill held up her hand. She never let me say her ex-fiancé’s name. Jack. Jack Sloan.
The billionaire who ghosted her. I understood why she never wanted to hear his name those first few months, but it’s been a year. I wanted her to move forward and not stay stuck in the past.
“Okay, I was in shock when Mr. Dickwad never showed up for the wedding. He seemed like a nice guy,” I said with a sigh.
What I said seemed to hit her, hard. Her shoulders fell, and I knew her anger for the décor had turned into something worse. Sorrow for a man who lied.
We spent the next minute wallowing in our shared heartache as we leaned on each other for support. Men sucked. At least, the men we seemed to attract did.
“That’s why I did this. I was tired of feeling rundown, of watching the sister I love frown every day. I know the house is minuscule, and the bookshop struggles to make money, and both of our love lives are non-existent, but screw it.”
I took a step back and pointed at the chandelier. “It’s time to make our dreams happen. It’s time to be happy. People have given up on us our whole lives. Mom walked out on us; Jan Halesome spread that false rumor about you in middle school.”
My sister’s cheeks flushed with embarrassment from that old rumor.
“And then both the men we thought we’d spend the rest of our lives with left us. So, I say screw them all. If this bookshop is going to go under, then at least let’s do it in style.”
Right after I spoke, I cringed. Why? Because I knew I screwed up. The veil that hid the truth about the loan for the bookstore just slipped a bit. And it was all my doing.
“Go under? I stayed up all night going over the accounting. Before I realized you spent money on these new purchases, I figured we would end with a profit,” Jill said as the tiny crease between her brows deepened.
It was time for the truth. At least, the truth with the loan.
I pulled the letter I just received last week from my pocket. The letter that triggered me into a spending spree to bring my dream to life.
“But I thought we had another year to pay it off?” My sister frowned as she read the letter she plucked from my hand.
I mumbled something about thinking I thought we had a year left, too. Another lie. I needed baby steps to reveal the truth. Baby steps.
At least now she knew when it was due.
I pointed at the date on the paper. “Forty-five days. We have to pay it off in full. Forty thousand dollars.”
The silence stretched between us, heavy with shock and fear. Mainly on her end. Me? I refused to let those crazy emotions get hold of me.
Living in the land of denial was so much more stress-free.
Glancing over at the new espresso machine, a small smile tugged at my lips. “Hey, want to try out the new toy? I hear it makes a mean latte.”
The paper slipped and fell from Jill’s fingers. She stared straight ahead at nothing. For a moment, I worried she had a stroke as her eye began to twitch. I didn’t know if that was a sign for a stroke or not, but I wouldn’t rule it out. Jill was the nurse, not me.
“Jill?” I waved a hand in front of her face. “You okay? Maybe you should sit—”
“I got to go.” She turned and headed to the door.
I nibbled on my lower lip. “Where?” 
She was worrying me. I had witnessed her yell and cry before when she was upset. I even once saw her take the lasagna off her plate and squeeze it in her hand until it turned to cheesy goo when Dad died.
But this...this was new. It was as if I broke her.
“Coffee. I need coffee.” She opened the door without looking back.
“But the espresso machine...” I said as she ignored me and walked out, leaving the irritating bell jingling in her wake.
My sister hated me. I gazed around the bookstore and realized how selfish I had been. I was so desperate to live out my dream that I pushed my sister away.
It’s a good thing I didn’t tell her that the mortgage for our house was way overdue.






  
  TWO


McKenzie 
“It’s just past this bookstore. You going to make it, Gramps?” I reached over and grabbed my brother’s arm, pretending to help.
He quickly jerked his arm away. “Get off, McKenzie.”
My older brother looked like a mess. Jack was only thirty-seven, yet he walked with a cane and dressed like he dumpster-dived for his clothes.
He’s a freaking billionaire!
We were all billionaires—all my brothers. There were six of us, with me being the second oldest. Yet Jack’s clothes had holes in them. Not the type of holes that designers purposely put in them because it’s trendy. No, the kind that happens over time, from wear and tear.
It was embarrassing walking next to him, even in this small mountain town.
I didn’t want to be here anymore than he did. We both lived in New York City and preferred it that way. There was only one reason we were in this tiny Virginia town, and that was for the reading of our dad’s will.
I quickly glanced in the bookstore window as we passed and noticed a beautiful woman inside. Huh, maybe I should go check out those books before heading back to the Blue Spot hotel.
I frowned when I saw the building next door. It was boarded up, and I wondered if it was safe to enter. Why did Finley tell me this was an exclusive club?
I guess this passed for exclusive in Castle Ridge. But then we went inside, and that was when I realized why he had told me it was exclusive.
The inside of the club was enveloped in the warm, soothing sandalwood aroma, which emanated from the flickering candles that adorned the polished mahogany bar at the far end.
The gentle glow of the candles cast dancing shadows around the space, creating a cozy and inviting ambiance. In the heart of the room were two plush beige suede sofas, elegantly positioned to face each other, with a dark, richly grained wooden coffee table nestled between them.
Nearby, a classic pool table stood proudly beside the bar, its green felt inviting leisurely games. On either side of the room, tables with chairs were thoughtfully arranged, offering additional spots for conversation and relaxation.
“What is this place?” Jack looked up at the ceiling as his mouth fell open.
“Something Finley told me about. And speak of the devil.” I opened my arms and made my way toward our brother.
Finley was the next oldest at thirty-one. He had a twin, Kyler, and they were the exact opposites of each other.
Where Finely was like a kid in an adult body, Kyler was a suspicious old man who never seemed to physically age.
I gave Finley a hug as he gave me his puppy dog smile. Ladies loved him as he was an influencer, but Finley was oblivious to it all. Both Jack and I suspected Finley was a virgin—we actually had a bet going. I suspected only Finley was the virgin, where Jack wondered if both twins were virgins. It made sense, as we had never seen Kyler with a woman—never even date one.
“This is a club?” I asked as I stepped back from the hug.
Finley shrugged. “That’s what Dad told me he wanted to turn it into. He owned the place.”
I rubbed my chin, wondering what Dad wanted with an exclusive club in a tiny town in the middle of nowhere.
“The inside is nice, but the outside needs a lot of work.” I gazed around the place.
“That might be a good job for Jack. Give him something to do instead of moping around like a sad sack.” Finley gave an exaggerated frown before turning and walking over to Jack, trying to give him a high-five.
I watched my brothers with amusement. As much as I agreed with Finley that Jack needed something to cheer him up, it wasn’t going to be Finley with his child-like enthusiasm.
Sometimes I wondered if Jack was starting to remember. He was in a car accident with Dad last year. It was so bad that he had to be put into a medically induced coma. But once he came out of the coma, he couldn’t remember the last several years of his life.
There were things about the accident that my brothers and I knew, and we kept it from Jack. And there was one specific thing that I knew about from before the accident that even my brothers didn’t know about.
And it was something I never told Jack. If he found out, I wonder if he would ever forgive me.
But maybe he was remembering. Part of me wanted him to, but the other part hoped that part of his life was erased for good.
I walked over to them as I grabbed a cherry from the bar. “So, what’s this about a will?” I asked as I popped the cherry into my mouth.
“It’s crazy.” Finley waved his hands in the air like a clown. “Get this. Dad bought this place before he died.”
“Okay. It’s nice, but buying a bar in a small mountain town isn’t what I’d call a brilliant investment.” Jack glanced around with a frown.
Right at that moment, Kyler came through the door. “Finley, no. Don’t mislead them. The will states that Dad bought the town. Castle Ridge, Virginia.”
That sounded like something stupid our father would do. He probably overpaid for it and then was desperate to sell. Our father was always in debt and messed with the wrong people.
I’d say that, despite his bad habits, he was at least a good father, but I’d be lying. He sucked.
We all tried to avoid Dad at any chance we could—all of us, except for Ian, the youngest. By the time Ian was born, Dad had tried to present. But that was it. Our father was still a gambler, a liar, and a thief. The only reason he wasn’t in jail all the time was because he had money—and money protected you from the law.
It’s just a fact.
Jack’s eyes widened. “The town? Why would he do that?”
Kyler glared at Jack, but that was just Kyler being Kyler. Suspicious to his core, even of his brothers.
“Isn’t it obvious, Jack? I mean, you of all people should know.” Blake surprised me by sauntering out from the back. He did his usual, too, as he went straight behind the bar and grabbed a bottle of whiskey.
Being a genius investor, Blake may be the opposite of Dad when it came to money, but he was most like Dad in every other way. Like drinking and hanging with the wrong people.
“Geez, Blake, it’s ten in the morning,” I said with a frown.
“No, I don’t know.” Jack’s eyes danced between all of us.
I glared at Blake. He understood we had kept the truth from Jack to protect him. Now, because he opened his big mouth, Jack was questioning things.
Things that didn’t need to be talked about.
“It’s embarrassing that I’m related to any of you.” The last of my brothers, and the youngest, Ian, walked out, tailored to perfection from his perfectly combed jet-black hair to his polished loafers.
Ian leaned his elbow against the bar. “I can’t believe none of you are going to tell him why Dad would want anything to do with this mountain town.” 
“I don’t hear you telling him. All I hear is you judging us, like you always do.” Kyler folded his arms over his chest as he leaned on the pool table.
I refused to talk. And as I gazed around, so did my brothers. But the tension cracked as Ian broke out into a smile and laughed. Everyone chuckled, even me. It felt good to have all my brothers here in one room—it had been years since that happened. Even when Jack was in a coma, we visited him separately.
Once everyone was done laughing, we all grabbed each other for a huge hug.
I was surprised Kyler accepted the hug. That man didn’t have an affectionate bone in his body.
“It’s good to have everyone in the same room again,” Jack said as he stepped back.
After a few minutes of talking, Jack asked the question again. Everyone had hoped he’d forget. At least, I hoped he’d let go of.
“Why Castle Ridge?” Jack asked again.
No one spoke. And I hoped it would stay that way, but as usual, Finley had to screw that up.
“The accident... It was here.” I reached over and smacked Finley’s arm. “Hey, he has a right to know,” Finley said as he rubbed his arm.
Crap, now we had to explain
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