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  About Grind



This bad boy has betrayed almost everyone in his life—including the girl falling for him, he just doesn’t know it yet.

If I had to use one word to describe the last few years, it’d be stupid.

I was stupid to trust my father that he’d changed.

Stupid to turn my back on everyone who loved me to take his side.

But now he’s back in prison and I have a lot to make up for.

So many apologies to make.

I’m trying to be  better.

Redeem myself. 

Maybe it’s misplaced guilt that compels me to take in a broken graffiti artist. 

There’s just something about her with that huge chip on her shoulder and pain in her eyes.

She’s way too young for me, and I know I’m heading for disaster.

See? Stupid.

Apparently I still haven’t learned my lesson because I don’t care.







  Grind Playlist



Stream it here: https://bit.ly/48gSglr

What I’ve Done—Linkin Park

Better Than I Used To Be— Tim McGraw

Innocent (Taylor’s Version)—Taylor Swift

I Won’t Back Down—Tom Petty

Every Time I Hear That Song—Brandi Carlile

Bleed Red—Ronnie Dunn

Rolling in the Deep—Adele

This Means War—Nickelback 

Here Comes Revenge—Metallica 

Mama, I’m Coming Home—Ozzy Osbourne

Holding Out For a Hero—Frou Frou

Anti-Hero—Taylor Swift

Ironic—Alanis Morissette

Don’t Give Up On Me—Andy Grammer

Coming Home—Old Dominion 
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Dylan Burns

10 years old

My breath hitched in my chest and my scalp burned. I hated, hated, crying in front of Maddie. And I swore to myself that I wasn’t going to do it this time.

“You can take my dad if you want to.” Her long chocolate hair brushed against her thin shoulders as she leaned toward me and put an arm around me. “I know he’d go if we asked him.”

And I lost it. Sobs heaved from my chest and tears coursed down my cheeks. Hunching my shoulders, I folded into myself and scrubbed at my tears. I hated crying. Hated being so weak. Especially in front of her.

I didn’t see Maddie as a girl—she was my best friend—but when I saw the way she stared at my older brother, Nathan, it still burned for some reason. He was in high school—way too old for my friend.

And way too stupid for her. Nathan was a jerk who didn’t have patience for us “little kids.” Maddie deserved only the best.

Which definitely wasn’t me either; the kid with scraped knees and dirty clothes because Aunt Wendy forgot to do laundry this week. The kid with the older brothers with anger issues, who fought.

All. The. Time.

The kid who had to bring his brother for the father/son lunch because my dad was in prison for killing my mom.

Maddie pulled me toward her and let me cry on her shoulder like the little boy I desperately didn’t want to be.

It hurt. It hurt so much.

It wasn’t fair.

After a few minutes, I pulled away and used the bottom of the dingy t-shirt to wipe my face kinda clean.

“But really, Dyl. My dad would go if you asked him.” Maddie patted my shoulder. “He’s an awesome dad.”

Yeah, that didn’t help. I wrapped my arms around my knees and rested my chin on them. “It’s not the same. And I hate going to these things with my brother. Austin might be sixteen and have a tattoo, but he still looks like a teenager. He’s not my dad and everyone knows it. Everyone knows.”

I didn’t have to tell Maddie about the taunts the kids on the playground teased me with. She’d heard them as often as I had.

“It’s a stupid tradition.” Maddie sighed, resting against my side.

I snuck a look at her, but she had her head tipped back as she stared up at the dark sky.

“I can’t wait ‘til we’re older and don’t have to go to this stupid elementary school anymore. I hate having everyone tease me about my mom. Teacher’s pet. Brown noser. Snitch. I’m not even in her class and everyone still hates me.”

This time it was my turn to put my arm around her. “Only the stupid ones don’t like you, Maddie. Everyone else knows what an awesome friend you are.”

“The same stupid ones who tease you about your dad. Forget them. They’re not worth the gum on the bottom of your scruffy shoes.”

I gently shoved her shoulder. “They’re not scruffy. My shoes are as awesome as me.”

Maddie leaned away to look at my shoes then shook her head. “If you say so. I think they’re smelly and gross, but it doesn’t mean I like you any less, Dylan Burns. Dad or no dad, you’re still my best friend.”

I gave her a shrug then shoved her shoulder again.

That feeling of love and home I had every time I was near Maddie settled in my gut.

I wished it made up for the Dad-sized hole in my heart.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Indigo Evans

Present

I held the stencil against the wall and sprayed three steady lines against it. Usually when I went kamikaze style, my heart pounded in my ears and my hands shook. But not tonight. Tonight, I was steady and clear and so goddamned mad.

Every time I thought about that notice taped to my door, my breath came out in a huff. A noise that was loud in this deserted alley. But not as loud as the hiss of my spray paint.

I tossed the can down and grabbed an orange one. I wanted this piece to be bright. So bright they’d have a hell of a time painting over it.

I wanted it to show through like the blood they had on their hands.

Stupid, asshole, rich pricks who didn’t give a shit about the little people they stepped on. As long as they made their stupid tv show and got their accolades at their appearances and collected all their blood money.

I doubted they even noticed the trail of destruction they’d left for me and others to pick up.

My dad was in jail because of these pricks. Or to be more specific, one prick in particular. Dylan Burns. Asshole extraordinaire.

Not that I expected his brothers were any less dickish. I bet they were all rich, entitled assholes who cosplayed at being regular middle-class people. Between their tv show and their custom motorcycle builds, they were raking it in.

And stepping all over us little people on their way up.

“You forgot to shade that corner there.”

I jumped at the voice that came from the other side of the alley. Whirling around, my terror filled wide eyes locked on the man standing in the shadows. “Shit.”

I scrambled to grab my kit. I couldn’t afford to leave evidence behind. And I really couldn’t afford to replace any of my paints either.

“Whoa.” The mystery man lifted his palms and stepped toward me.

I whipped up a spray can. “Stop right there. I get that I’m trespassing, but if you get any closer, I won’t be afraid to give you a new shade of eye shadow.”

He stopped moving but kept his palms up. “I believe you. And I honestly don’t give a shit that you’re painting my wall.”

I shoved two more cans into my bag, keeping an eye on the guy.

“It’s good. I really like the arc you got with the piss. You got some chops, kid.”

My painting was titled ‘The Trickle Down Economy’ and showed a fat cat standing on a mountain of thinner, poorer cats while the fat one on top peed on the mountain under him. Or it would show. I’d only got half of the mountain painted before Mr. Nosy here showed up.

“Right. Glad you’re a fan. I’ll just be going now.” I shook my head and reached for the stencil I’d dropped earlier.

“Wait. I’m serious. Who are you?” The guy took another step toward me.

I waved a spray can at him. “Never mind. Just…forget I was even here.”

He stopped and crossed his arms over his chest. “That’s gonna be kinda hard with that technicolored opus to greed decorating the side of my paint shed.”

His paint shed? He was one of them. “Yeah, well consider it a big middle finger from us little guys. Fuck you and all the fucking rich assholes.”

“Okay, seriously, who are you?”

“A ghost.” I bared my teeth at him as I fought to keep my rage in check.

“If my family or my father did something to screw you over, I need to know. And I’d like to make it up to you if I can.”

I snorted.

After shoving one more can into my backpack, I zipped it closed despite my shaking hands. “Unless you have time travel abilities, there’s literally nothing you can do for me. Fuck you very much.”

Hitching my backpack onto my shoulders, I slowly backed down the alley away from him, keeping him in my eyeline as I blended into the shadows with my all black clothes. Once I was a safe distance away, I turned and ran.

After a few blocks, I slowed to a walk, but my heart kept racing.

“So stupid,” I muttered to myself. This wasn’t the best end of town, so I kept a wary eye on my surroundings. But I was used to neighborhoods like this one. I grew up in neighborhoods like this one.

Only the best for the Evans clan.

I huffed a breath, watching the guy sleeping on the corner under a makeshift tent. There was generally a live-and-let-live mentality here, but all it took was one. One asshole who decided to make me their late-night snack. One asshole who wouldn’t take ‘no’ for an answer.

This guy continued to sleep and didn’t move. But still I crossed the street rather than pass in front of his makeshift home.

A home I might need to copy if I couldn’t figure out what to do about my own living situation.

When I finally reached my apartment, the notice taped to the door mocked me. I’d taken the first one down, embarrassed for my neighbors to see I was getting evicted. What an asshole move to put up another one.

I ripped this one down too and shoved it in my pocket.

After pulling my keys out, I tried to slide it into the lock, but it wouldn’t fit. Confused, I flipped the key over and tried it again.

Still didn’t fit.

My heart pounded in my chest and a sense of dread swept over me.

The notice yesterday said ‘three day notice to quit.’ I still had today and tomorrow. He couldn’t have locked me out yet.

I flipped my key over and tried again.

And again.

Then flipped it over and tried again.

And again.

It didn’t work.

I was locked out.

My breath came in hitches as I fought to stay calm.

It didn’t work.

There was no calm here.

My dad was in prison.

I was locked out of our apartment, and it was 3 AM.

What should I do?

Where could I go?

I didn’t know any of our neighbors. And the few I’d seen in passing, I wouldn’t ever want to go knocking on their door at this time of night—or ever.

I didn’t know any of my coworkers at the sandwich shop well enough to justify calling them to bum a bed or their couch. I’d only been working there for three weeks. Most of them still called me Cindy.

I’d made a few friends at school, but that had fallen away once the news had hit. Suddenly, no one wanted anything to do with the girl who had ties to 1%ers. I knew I should’ve gone to community college. Stupid me and my hubris of getting into a UC school.

Like that mattered now.

I hadn’t been to classes in over a month since my car got repossessed. Apparently dear ole dad had fallen behind on my car payments.

So now I was homeless, carless, and no doubt, soon to be jobless if I couldn’t figure out my living situation.

It all felt like too much. I didn’t know where to go, what to do.

I wandered back down to the street.

Shelters were out, since they did a lockdown at night. I’d volunteered at one back in high school in Ohio. It’d done wonders for my résumé. Though not my state of mind now. I was well aware of the trauma ahead of me.

Hunger.

Abuse.

Drug dependency when reality got to be too much.

I didn’t even know I was crying until the tears fell onto my arm.

Nothing to see here. Just a nineteen-year-old girl walking aimlessly around downtown Sac at 3AM. I tried to laugh, but it just came out as a sob.

What was I going to do?

I didn’t think life could get any harder. More painful. More fucking tragic.

Somehow my feet took me back to where I’d started tonight as I found myself walking up the alley toward Badass Builds and the paint shed I’d been decorating only an hour ago.

I half expected my art to already been painted over, but it wasn’t.

Somehow the painting I’d started was now complete.

The mountain of poor cats had been filled in with cats of different shapes and colors. The stream of piss coming from the fat cat arced high into the air before raining down on the mountain of poor cats and then pooling into a murky river streaming away to the side of the frame.

But it was the image of the fat cat on top that had me spellbound. I’d only given him a vague outline and a cliché monocle. But some unknown artist had put a Badass Builds leather jacket on him and morphed the monocle into a pair of dark sunglasses.

It was my vision but better.

The scent of wet paint hung heavily in the alley. And I knew if I reached out, I’d find the wall still wet and tacky.

“I didn’t think you’d come back.”

I jumped and spun around to find someone standing in the doorway of the shed just off the alley. Close but not within arm’s reach.

And yet, I took a few steps back and away from him.

He lifted his palms. “I’m not pissed. As I think you can see.” He nodded toward the mural. “I hope you don’t mind. I took a few liberties with your vision. But I kinda like how it came out.”

“Why?” My voice came out as a croak. But I couldn’t make sense of this. Why would he want to deface his own building with a painting of them being assholes? It didn’t make sense.

“I liked the message.” He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the door frame. “But I’m more interested in what’s going on with you. What’s your story? And why did you come back?”

“I didn’t mean to.” I laughed and shook my head. “I mean, clearly I meant to do that, though my version wouldn’t have had so many details. I didn’t want to spend too much time since I didn’t want to get caught.”

His eyebrows arched, and I shook my head.

“Yeah, clearly it wasn’t the best of plans. Not that anything has gone to plan here lately.” I gave a pitiful laugh and scrubbed my face with my palms.

“I’m sorry to hear that.” He tipped his head and gave me a long look. “You want to talk about it over a cup of coffee? I’m buying.”

My eyes widened. “What? No. I can’t—I don’t…”

“There’s an all-night diner around the corner. We can go sit. Talk. Or not talk. Maybe order some pancakes. I know I like to down some carbs when I’ve been up all night creating. What do you say?”

That he saw me as some kind of charity case stung—even though he was right. “I can afford to buy my own pancakes.”

“I didn’t say you couldn’t. All I said was that I would buy.” He stepped out of the doorway, turned, and locked the door behind him. “Come or don’t. It’s up to you.”

Then he walked up the alley and away from me.

I stared at his back for a long moment.

What just happened?

But the guy just kept walking. He didn’t look behind him once to see if I was following him.

Why was that so annoying?

He had confidence for days. And looking at the mural, he also had more talent in his pinky than I had in my whole body.

That he painted himself as the villain in my piece instead of painting over it was so confusing. Which Burns Brother was he? Why hadn’t he called the cops?

Why was I still standing in the alley talking to myself?

I could be eating bacon and carbs and asking him these questions.

And it wasn’t like I had anything better to do.

Or at least that was the excuse I gave myself as I jogged up the alley in the direction he’d disappeared.
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Still Indy

I hovered in the doorway of the chain diner in indecision. Did I seriously just follow him four blocks to this dump? I never would’ve thought it was the type of place a Burns Brother would deign to sit in, let alone eat.

But there he was, sitting in the back corner of the crappy diner and perusing a sticky menu with another menu sitting across from him.

I eyeballed the two gangly, mean mugging guys sitting at the counter and quickly walked past them. My backpack clanged with the telltale sound of my spray cans with every step. I was used to the cadence, but it sounded overly loud in the quiet diner.

And awkward.

Sighing, I tossed my bag onto the bench opposite him and climbed in after.

I didn’t even bother opening the menu. I already knew my order. Dad had taken me here often enough since I’d moved in with him last fall.

Proven by the spark of recognition in Anne’s eyes as she approached our booth.

I shook my head slightly and she tipped her chin in acknowledgement.

“What can I get you kids?”

I rattled off my order then added, “separate checks, please.”

His gaze didn’t leave my face the whole time he ordered. It should’ve made me feel creeped out…but I wasn’t. His expression was totally open, like he was curious about me. Zero hint of sexual interest.

“So, you come here often?” He laughed slightly as Anne left with our menus, promising to return with our drinks.

I shrugged, uncomfortable. It wasn’t like this was the best place. But it was affordable, which was pretty much my only criteria.

He tipped his chin at me. “Personally, I’m a fan of the stuffed French toast, but I can’t get that this late. I’d never be able to fall asleep later—too rich.”

I scoffed. Right. Rich.

His lips quirked in acknowledgement of his words.

We sat there for a few moments in strained silence. Long enough for Anne to return with my water and his decaf then leave again after another curious glance my way.

“So, how do you know my dad?” he asked as he added more sugar and creamer to his coffee than I’d ever seen a man use before. “Does he owe you or your family money?”

“What? I don’t know your dad. I don’t even know your name. Mostly because you still haven’t introduced yourself.”

One eyebrow went up in a cocky, smug expression that was somehow both annoying as hell and hot as fuck. “If I introduce myself, common decency would mean you should tell me yours. Are you going to tell me yours?”

I didn’t even have to think—my head was already shaking with my answer.

“That’s what I thought.” He sat back against the booth back with that smug grin curving his sexy lips. “That’s okay. I’m Dylan, the youngest and most screwed up of the Burns brothers. Nice to meet you.” He jerked his chin at me.

Dylan. Seriously? I was sitting across from the exact Burns brother I’d wanted to avoid. I fought like hell to keep my poker face in place. “Is it though? I mean I defaced your shop, and I’ve called you an arrogant asshole at least five times.”

“What? No, you haven’t.” He blinked. “I mean, I remember the art but not the insults.”

“Oh right. Those might not have been out loud.” I hitched a shoulder as some of my disdain leaked out. “Sorry. Not sorry.”

His laugh was husky…and surprising. Why did he have to be so nice about everything—the mural insulting his family and business, my blatant insults to his face—nothing seemed to faze him.

It was seriously annoying.

“I’d love to know what you’re thinking right now to put that expression on your face, but given what you just confessed…I’m gonna pass.” But his eyes twinkled as he tapped his fingertips against the top of his bench seat. “So if you’re not going to tell me your name, how about you tell me what you do? Do you go to school? Do you have a job? Or do you just run around like Batman and avenge wrongs?”

I snorted—a very embarrassing and unattractive sound, gah!—then shook my head. “I’m no Batman. Or Banksy, for that matter. Your additions made the mural so much better than what I was going to do.”

“I’m going to guess art student at a local college…” Dylan’s eyes narrowed on me as he squinted slightly. “Sacramento State?”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “UC Davis.”

“Seriously? That’s awesome. I took some art classes at Sac City—just enough to hate myself and the instructors. College was not for me.”

His adulation made my skin feel itchy. “Art school isn’t for me either. I’m in marketing and communications,” I muttered grudgingly. “Or I was.”

He hummed softly. “Was? What does that mean? What happened?”

I huffed out a breath and avoided his eyes. “It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters anymore.”

Tears burned my eyes, but I’d be damned if I let them fall in front of him. Not again.

Everything felt so brittle, like I was on the verge of collapsing in on myself like a dying star. I didn’t know what to do. How was I going to get through this?

“You got this. I’ve known you all of an hour, not even that, and I can already tell you’re a tough-take-no-shit woman. You’re strong. Whatever is going on, you’ll figure it out. And I’ll help you with whatever I can.”

That got my attention.

I jerked my gaze to him, but it was hard to see through the tears pooling in my eyes. “What? Why would you do that? Why would you help me?”

“Because I can.” He tipped his head and looked away for a moment before returning my gaze again. “And because like recognizes like.”

I wasn’t anything like him. I’d never got myself a sweetheart deal while screwing everyone else over. I was no snitch. My lip curled at the thought. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Just…that I see a lot of myself in you. I’ve had to climb out of a pit myself. Still climbing actually.” His lips quirked, and his eyes held so much pain I actually believed him. “And I’d really like to help you get your feet under you if I can.”

“A value plate with bacon.” A plate landed in front of me with a clatter. “And a choconana pancake breakfast with all the fixings. What’s going on, Indy? Why are you here with him, and why are you crying? Did your dad do something?”

Oh god. Just when I thought tonight couldn’t get any worse.

I should’ve left the second Anne showed up at our table. Back when I first moved out here to live with my dad, he’d been dating Anne…on the side, apparently. They broke up after a few months when she found him in our apartment parking lot with another woman on the back of his bike.

And I’d liked Anne. More than my dad actually. Which should’ve been the first red flag of many, but I’d been too blind to see them at the time.

“It’s fine, Anne.” I was shellshocked, honestly. I never would’ve thought Anne would throw down for me. I hadn’t seen her in months. The last time my dad had brought me here and she was working, we’d left after she’d showered him in syrup and angry words. It’d been embarrassing…and kinda awesome.

“What did you do, Dylan? She better not be pregnant. Indy here is smarter and more talented than her asshole father. She doesn’t need another useless asshole in her life, so leave the kid alone.” After slapping the bill down on the table in front of Dylan—only one, not split like I’d asked—she sent another dirty glare at Dylan.

“I was just on the way to finding that out on my own. I just met—Indy, was it?—tonight. But it’s nice to know what you really think of me, Anne. And here I thought you liked me.”

“Anyone who gets my girl crying at 3AM isn’t worth a damn in my book. No matter how much you tip. Seriously, Indy, are you okay? What’s going on?”

Apparently no matter how hard you wished, the ground wouldn’t actually open up and swallow you whole. And I knew I wasn’t going to be able to dodge two busy-bodies poking into all my sore spots, so I laid it all out. Or almost all out.

“The landlord locked me out tonight while I was out. And since my car got repossessed last month, it looks like I’m homeless.”

“Oh Indy,” Anne breathed, her features blurred with my tears, but I knew I wasn’t imagining the sympathetic expression on her face.

I felt naked. Like all my wounds and inadequacies were laid out in front of both of them. Seriously, when was that escape hatch going to open?

“And your dad?” Dylan asked. “Where’s he?”

Anne’s eyes widened, and I knew without asking she was up to date on the current court docket.

I shook my head slightly. “He, uh, he took off over a month ago. And I’m just finding out now that he’d let a few things slide in the months leading up to his sudden disappearance. He stopped paying my car note, rent, and most of the utilities apparently. And since my name isn’t on any of the bills, there’s not much I can do about it.”

“Oh honey.” The bench jostled as Anne sat next to me and put her arms around me. “You have got the world’s worst luck, kiddo.”

My laugh was more of a sob as I fought against the wave of pain threatening to swamp me. I wasn’t going to give in because I knew once I started, I wouldn’t be able to stop crying.

Just then my stomach rumbled.

Anne patted my shoulder then pulled away. “A value plate is not going to cut it tonight. How about some stuffed French toast?”

I couldn’t even look his way. “This is plenty. It’s 3AM.”

“And I’m getting you some stuffed French toast. You deserve it. Just…don’t do anything rash, okay, kiddo? Me and you will sit down and hash out your options. We’ll figure something out. At the very least, I have a couch you can sleep on. And you’re not alone, okay?”

I nodded tightly, but it didn’t feel that way. I might’ve been sitting with two supportive people, but I felt so alone.

Always alone.

Anne patted my shoulder again then stood up. “I’ll be back with your stuffed French toast.”

As she walked away, I picked up my fork and dug into my scrambled eggs. I didn’t even have a chance to lift my fork before the salt and pepper shakers slid across the table to me. Suddenly it was hard to swallow my own saliva, let alone the rubbery eggs on my fork.

“I know a little something about shitty fathers.” That was all he said before he dug into his own breakfast plate.

I let out a shaky breath. “That’s the thing. He wasn’t a shitty father at first. Technically first he was absent. But then my grandma died—she raised me, I don’t even remember my mom. But he stepped up. I was three months from graduation, and he showed up and stayed. Lived in Ohio with me until I graduated and then we moved back here. And that’s when it all went to hell.”

I couldn’t say any more about it. I didn’t want to delve into all the ways our histories crossed. The part Dylan played in my dad going away. I wanted to throw it in his face, but it was so hard to do when he was being all kind and understanding.

Or maybe I’d just been drowning and now was thankful for the life ring he’d tossed my way.

I was so confused.

“Grief will do that to you.”

I jolted at Dylan’s quiet words. After blinking a few times, I found him staring sympathetically at me, his choconana pancakes no doubt cold by now. “Did I say that out loud? I must be more tired than I thought.”

Sighing, I scrubbed at my aching eyes, then I looked down and saw all the crusty paint stains still dotting my hands. I was a literal mess.

Fuck my life.

I probably should’ve cared, but I just didn’t have it in me at the moment.

“I get the vibe that you and Anne know each other?”

I tipped my head. “She dated my dad for a hot minute. She’s actually a grade-school teacher, but she picks up some extra shifts here when her ex has the kids. She’s nice, I guess. She has killer aim with a syrup bottle.”

“Noted.” Dylan laughed huskily. “So she has kids?”

I nodded. “And a roommate—a teacher she works with, I think.” All crammed in a three-bedroom apartment. Not that I’m going to complain. “A couch is better than the sidewalk.”

My throat grew tight and suddenly it was so hard to breathe, let alone think. Tears clouded my eyes again. I felt so stupid.

So stupid and so freaking tired.

Why was all this so hard?

“I agree. A couch is definitely better than the sidewalk.” Dylan grabbed the syrup bottle and doused his pancakes with an amount of syrup that would make a six-year-old proud. “It’s definitely the safe option.”

His lips curved with some inner thought, then he shook his head slightly.

“What?” I picked up a flaccid piece of bacon and winced.

“Just…I used to have a roommate, but she moved out recently. Mostly.”

“Mostly? That doesn’t sound like she’s moved out.”

He hitched a shoulder as he dug into his choconana pancakes. “Technically she never moved in. She’s my childhood best friend. Anyway, she got into a shitty situation with her apartment and needed a place to stay. Only, I’ve been using my spare bedroom as an art studio, so she was camped out on my couch…until she started seeing my brother. They’ve been pretty inseparable. I can’t remember the last time she slept at my place.” He took a huge bite of his pancakes, then mumbled around his full mouth. “Which is unfortunate since I finally got around to setting up a murphy bed in my spare room.”

My eyes flew to his as I registered what he was implying. I could have a bedroom with a closing door…

I just had to stay with him.

He tipped his head. “It’d be pretty easy to move my art stuff out into the living room now that I’ve cleaned it up. What do you think? Couch with Anne or a bedroom in my apartment?”
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Dylan Burns

I don’t know what it was about this girl.

Maybe it was the obvious daddy issues? Because I could totally relate. Or her artistic soul? Because she totally killed that mural. Maybe it was the naked pain in her eyes?

Maybe she was my karmic redemption.

Indy shook her head as her fork fell to the plate with a clatter. “What? I can’t, I mean you can’t…That’s not…”

I shrugged. “Just tossing it out there. I bet Anne will vouch for me. Aside from falling for my own dad’s bullshit, I’m a pretty upstanding guy. Got no warrants out for my arrest. Got a steady job with my brothers building motorcycles for celebs and corporations. And I don’t have anything weird in my closet or under my bed. You can check if you wanna.”

“Why are you selling Indy on your virtues?” Anne asked as she slid a plate of steaming stuffed French toast across the table. “What did I miss?”

I hitched a shoulder and carved another bite from my cold choconana pancakes. “I was just offering my spare bedroom to Indy here.”

“What? Why? She can stay with me—someone she actually knows.” Anne cocked her hip and sent me a look I now realized was her teacher stare.

“On your couch. In a cramped apartment you share with two or three other people?”

Some of the starch went out of Anne’s shoulders. “Three.”

“Exactly. When I have an empty bedroom I had been setting up for Maddie until she lost the plot and started hooking up with my brother.”

“That girl has loved your brother her whole life.”

I blinked in amazement. “How do you know that?”

Anne shrugged. “Let’s just say Ryan and Hope aren’t exactly quiet when they’re gossiping. And anyone can see it when they look at Maddie and Nathan. The two of them are meant for each other.”

“Doesn’t make it any less gross to watch your best friend make out with your brother.” I faked a shudder. Actually, I didn’t mind. Maddie deserved whatever she wanted. I just thought she’d grown out of her little infatuation. And wised up. I mean, this was Nathan we were talking about.

“Still, Indy here would probably be more comfortable staying with someone she actually knows, AKA me.” Anne pointed at herself with her thumb.

I leaned back and raised my eyebrows at her. “Sounds to me she knows you about as well as you know me. At least if she stayed with me, she’d have her own bedroom. And she’ll only have to share a bathroom with me. Not even really sharing, since I have my own half bath.”

“Um, can you both stop talking about me like I’m not sitting right here?” Indy cut in with a tremulous voice. “I can speak for myself.”

I turned away from my starring contest with Anne and faced Indy. “So what’s it going to be? Couch surfing with Anne or your own bedroom and most of a bathroom at my place?”

Indy’s eyes danced between me and Anne, and I could see the overwhelming emotion of everything weighing her down. She was inches from breaking apart, and I didn’t blame her. Poor kid.

“I really appreciate the offer,” she started.

My heart sank. I really wanted to help her.

Then she turned to Anne. “Anne, I really do. But you have so much on your plate. I don’t want to add my insanity to it. And it’ll only be a few days. Just until I can sort out a shelter or something.” She turned back to me and the naked pain in her bright blue eyes almost undid me. “Then I’ll be out of your hair, Dylan. If that’s all right with you.”

Like hell was I letting this girl move out of my perfectly fine—and empty—spare room to sleep in a shelter. She’d have all her shit stolen inside a week.

But I played along and nodded. “I’m happy to have you. And like I said, Anne here will vouch for me, I’m sure, if you’re worried about anything.”

Indy’s eyes darted up to Anne still standing next to the booth.

After a beat, Anne nodded slowly. “I don’t know if you’ve seen their show, but they’re really good guys. They only beat on each other, and I think it’s been a hot minute since the last brawl.”

“Seriously?” I scowled up at Anne. “You get I’m trying to keep her from sleeping on the street tonight, right?”

“You get that I think she should stay with me, right?” Anne cocked a hip.

I huffed an annoyed breath. “Just tell her I’m not creepy or a criminal. Please.”

“Not sure it means much when you have to script what you want me to say.”

“Um, guys?” Indy waved a hand. “If you’re done bickering with each other, I should tell you that I’m not changing my mind. Besides, after living with my dad for almost a year, there’s not much that could surprise me.”

“Oh, kiddo.” Anne’s eyes sheened with tears. “I’m so sorry.”

Indy hitched a shoulder and poked at her stuffed French toast as she avoided everyone’s eyes.

Anne cleared her throat. “All right. Uncle.” She threw her hands in the air. “You win, Dylan. And Indy, he really is a good guy. Or at least he tries to be, sometimes he gets in his own way.”

“Thanks, I think?” Honestly, I couldn’t tell if that was a compliment. It definitely wasn’t a ringing endorsement. But judging by the look on Indy’s face, she found it somewhat comforting.

“And it’s only for a few days.” Indy lifted her palms. “I’ll be out of your hair by Friday. I promise.”

Yeah, sure. I smiled and nodded at her.

Little did she know, I had no intention of letting her run off to a shelter.

She deserved a break, and I was determined to give her one.

Or two….


* * *


“So this is it.” I pushed open the door and gestured for Indy to go inside.

She hitched her backpack higher on her shoulder and tossed me an uncertain glance. I tried to give her an encouraging look, but it probably came off more like a grimace.

Indy stepped inside and after a beat, I followed her. I didn’t want her to feel pressured.

I hit the light switch next to the door and soft lighting illuminated my sparse bachelor pad. A long couch and a recliner on one side faced the 85-inch television on the opposite wall. I didn’t even have a coffee table. Some free weights stood on a rack next to the tv, and that was pretty much it.

I rubbed a hand over the back of my neck. “Uh, the spare room is over there.” I gestured to the small hallway straight back, running between the living room on the left and the small kitchenette on the right. A kitchen that hadn’t been cleaned in a hot second. Takeout boxes littered the tiny island along with assorted crumbs, and I don’t even know what else. A few dishes were stacked up in the sink. I couldn’t remember the last
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