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          HIDE & SEEK

          CHELSIE

        

      

    

    
      I’m really getting sick of funerals. Between my dad’s death less than a year ago and now Wayne Bailey, the head mechanic at Mischief Motors, my one black dress is at least giving me my money’s worth. I didn’t know Wayne very well. I don’t think anyone did. He kept to himself except to yell and swear at the paparazzi that follows my half-sister Normandy and her billionaire husband, Brandon. He was always chasing someone away from the gate to the depot property like it was his front lawn.

      Normandy and I are co-owners of Mischief Motors, and now that she’s discovered she’s pregnant with their first baby, a lot of the day-to-day operations are slowly being transferred to me. I’m in charge of the fleet inventory of classic and exotic cars we rent out to our elite clients, which keeps me busy, and now my responsibilities are expanding slowly. I suppose now that means I’ll be in charge of replacing Wayne, too. Though I don’t have the first clue on where to start with that task.

      “You must be Chelsie.” An older woman touches my arm warmly. I noticed her in the front row during the funeral service, nearly wilting in the Vegas sun with silent tears flowing freely down her pale cheeks. She must be Wayne’s wife. I didn’t make it in time to be a part of the procession, so I can only guess. Her bright white short hair, and sparkling blue eyes, contrast with the melancholy expression on her face. “Thank you so much for coming. Wayne talked about you all the time.”

      I am extremely surprised by this. I didn’t think Wayne even registered who I was. And he was at Mischief from the beginning, so he kind of saw me grow up. I guess we never know who’s paying attention. “Oh wow, that’s so sweet to hear. Hopefully, it was good things.” I give her a smile in an attempt to cheer her up. An ache in my throat forms as I wish I could somehow alleviate her apparent emotional pain. “I’m so sorry for your loss. I know Mischief isn’t going to be the same without him.”

      “I know your dad used to say they built those garages around Wayne since he was almost always there.” She sighs, placing a hand over her heart. “He just loved working there. He loved his cars more than anything. Even more than me sometimes, I think.”

      “Oh, I’m sure that’s not true.” Though I am anything but. With the amount of time Wayne spent at the garage, I’m frankly surprised he had a wife. And she seems so sweet; I can’t believe he’d want to be away from her as much as he was.

      “I’m not unrealistic about my spot on the list of Wayne’s interests,” she chuckles, her cheeks coloring. The sudden smile makes her years younger in an instant. It’s amazing how a smile can do that. “We accepted each other as we are, or were, I guess. I need to get used to saying things in the past tense now.” Her smile disappears as quickly as it came, and my heart lurches.

      “How long were you two married?” I ask, curious now as to why I didn’t know about her after all these years.

      “Can you believe it was sixty-five years this year?” She shakes her head as though she can’t believe it herself. Gripping a sparkling blue pendant around her neck, she goes on. “He got this sapphire for me to mark the occasion. He was so proud he looked up what was a proper stone to buy for sixty-five years, but I would have been happy with just a card.”

      The necklace is absolutely gorgeous. Wayne had good taste and a spectacular jeweler from the looks of it.

      “Well, it is beautiful and matches your eyes. He definitely did good.” The color returns to her cheeks a little with the compliment. “I can’t picture myself being with someone sixty-five days, let alone years. It must have been true love for you both.”

      She touches my arm again, her warm fingers giving it a slight squeeze. “It was. But there’s love out there for everyone. You’ll find yours.” She gives me a wink and a sly smile as if she knows something about my love life I don’t. A small chill rushes through me as the wind picks up around us. “When you find some time in the next week or so, could you call me? I understood from Wayne that you’re in charge of the cars at Mischief, and well, he had a bunch of classic cars he collected over the years, and I don’t have any idea what to do with them now.”

      “You’re looking to sell them?”

      “I don’t know if they’re worth anything, but I trust you to tell me what they could go for. Even if you don’t buy them, you could help me sell them to other people. If you can. I know you’re very busy.”

      “Of course. I’d be happy to help you with that.” And now I’m dying to find out what kind of treasures Wayne kept for himself and what shape they’re in. It would be kind of funny if they’re all rusted-out clunkers. But it would also be amazing if they were in prime condition. “I’ll give you a call. I’m sure we have your number at the office somewhere.”

      Patting my arm again, she says goodbye, and another chill spirals down my spine. April in Las Vegas is relatively warm if you’re in the sun, like today, so there’s no reason for all these chills. While the wind here always has a bite to it, it could be I’m coming down with something. I hope not. I don’t have time to be sick.

      “Isn’t Mrs. Bailey the sweetest thing?” Normandy comes up from behind to stand with me and watch Mrs. Bailey speak with another group of mourners.

      “She is. I can’t believe I never knew she existed.”

      “Yeah, if I hadn’t gone through all the HR and tax stuff, I wouldn’t have known about her either. He sure was an expert at keeping secrets. We were notified of Wayne’s death by a family friend.”

      Her words hang between us, neither acknowledging how many secrets have been uncovered lately. When our father died, we learned the hard way that he kept a connection to the Vegas underworld a secret, and she was kidnapped and shot by one of the local crime families. She was fortunate to be released with only a wounded arm, but it shows how dangerous family secrets can be. I doubt quiet Wayne had anything so nefarious going on in his life, but you never really know anyone, so I can’t assume anything.

      “She wants me to check out Wayne’s cars and help her sell them. I guess he’s got quite the collection.”

      “Interesting. Let me know how it goes or if there are any we could use at Mischief.” She nods at me as a smile tugs a corner of her mouth upward. Pregnancy suits her; she’s glowing and only a few months along. “That’s all your department, so do your thing. First, though, I think we’ll need to find a replacement for Wayne as soon as possible. We can’t have a gap in that position for any length of time. Broken down cars are bad for business.”

      “I figured as much. Do you want me to handle that too?”

      She grimaces at first, but I can see her switching into planning mode. “Would you want to?”

      I shrug. “I may as well, while I’m taking things on. I’m sure finding a decent mechanic can’t be that hard.”

      That statement will come back to haunt me in so many ways.
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          ARSONIST’S LULLABY

          NOAH

        

      

    

    
      “Yeah, well, you know what, Gus? You can go fuck yourself. And this job.” I throw the oily rag I’m holding onto the ground between us. “I quit.”

      “You can’t quit in the middle of a job.” He raises his hands in disbelief and points to the car on the lift behind me. How can he be so dense?

      “This shouldn’t even be a job, and you know it,” I hiss through gritted teeth, trying to keep my voice from carrying into the waiting room where the customers are. It would not go over well if they knew how this asshole operated. And while I’m not going to be a part of it anymore, I have been up to this point, so I’m just as guilty. “If you hadn’t poked a hole into that muffler with your pen while showing that lady what was “wrong” with her entire exhaust system, she could have gotten at least another six months out of it. She only came in for a fucking oil change.”

      His neck reddens as he glances around at the other mechanics who have stopped to observe our showdown. They’re also fully aware of how Gus does things, so they’re as complicit as I have been. I’m just the first one to call him out on it.

      “Fine. Five years and all I’ve taught you is down the drain. Get the hell out of my shop. You’ve got 24 hours to take your tools off my property, or I’m confiscating them.” He shoots venomous glares at everyone who’s stopped to stare. “And you, dipshits, get back to work.”

      All he’s taught me. Right. The only thing he’s taught me is how to swindle unsuspecting customers into repairs they don’t need at prices they can’t afford. Asshole. And, great, now I need to figure out how to move all my tools out of here and where to store them. They will not fit into the apartment I’m temporarily sharing with my brother, Theo.

      Shit. My brother is not going to be pleased about this. He’s aware I haven’t been happy with this job for years, but he’s still going to freak out at me just up and quitting without having another job lined up. Lord knows he’s hated his job, too but refuses to do anything about it. Mr. Responsible Casino Boss won’t understand that sometimes you have to follow your gut and get out of toxic relationships, especially those with employers.

      When I get home, I call just about everybody I know and their brothers to find someone with a truck and a garage I can store a huge rolling tool cabinet. It takes me a couple hours, but I’m able to lock down both for tomorrow afternoon. Finding people willing to move anything, especially in the heat of Las Vegas, is like looking for an honest casino. They are few and far between.

      Then I start searching online for job openings for auto mechanics. Those are almost as hard to come by from the looks of it. I haven’t searched for a new job in over five years, and the slim pickings are discouraging. Maybe I did fuck up by quitting like I did, or at least I should have found something else before leaving. Well, it’s too late now. I’ve made this mess; now I’ve got to clean it up.

      “You’re home early.” Theo enters the apartment and tosses his keys into a bowl by the door, sliding a curious glance at me while shrugging out of his suit coat and kicking his shoes off. We have very different work uniforms. “Everything okay with you?”

      “Not really.” I go back scrolling an employment site on my phone, not finding anything on this one either. “I quit my job today.”

      Silence. Theo freezes at the entrance to the kitchen, I assume to process what I’ve said. But he’s not responded to it.

      “Gus fucked over another old lady who didn’t deserve it, and I just couldn’t do it anymore.” I shut off my phone and toss it on the leather couch cushion next to me. Staring at my phone isn’t going to make jobs magically appear on the screen. I need to unclench my jaw, but my frustration is getting to me. “So, I told Gus to go fuck himself, and I’ll pick up my tools tomorrow.”

      “And, you have something else lined up, right?” A deep frown creases his brow, and I can sense the bitter, warning tone in his voice. He’s not going to like my answer. He’s always been the practical one, overthinking and rationalizing everything, planning everything in advance. On the other hand, I tend to wear my heart on my sleeve and act on impulse. He’s a people person, and I am more of a puzzle person. I’d much rather figure out why an engine is frozen on my own than talk to somebody about it.

      “When is your house going to be ready again?” I knew he’d jump on my case about this. He’s staying with me while he waits for the house he recently bought to vacate, but that’s not happening quickly enough for me now. “And, no, I don’t. But I started looking as soon as I got home. I’ll find something. I’m not worried,” I lie. I am, in fact, extremely worried. If the quick search I did on my phone is any sign, there aren’t a lot of places hiring auto mechanics with my advanced skill level. As a matter of fact, there are exactly none.

      “Actually...” He rubs his chin thoughtfully as he rocks on his heels.

      “What, actually?” That’s an oddly swift change in his mood that I didn’t see coming.

      “I may have a lead on a job for you.” He loosens his tie and leans in the doorway, his tall frame filling the space. “You know Brandon Carmichael, that billionaire guy who married that chick from the car place, right?”

      That’s a lot of hoops for my brain to jump through, but I get there. “Yeah, Mischief Motors. What about him?”

      “He’s in the process of buying Bliss Casino since the Mamana family had it taken away from them by the government for all of their illegal shit.”

      “Good for him,” I say flatly. I don’t understand what this has to do with me at all. Sometimes my brother can be very unhelpful.

      “No, idiot. That’s not what I’m trying to tell you. I was going to say he had to rearrange meetings with the state regulators today because he had to attend the funeral of the head mechanic at Mischief Motors. So, they might have an opening.”

      “Oh, really?” Now that sounds interesting, indeed. They are known for keeping a varied inventory of classic and exotic cars. I would love to get my hands on truly challenging projects like those kinds of vehicles would be. I can picture fabricating the needed parts myself in my head. I snap out of it after realizing the entire situation. “Wait, their mechanic just died, so I should just walk in and offer my services? ‘Hey, I heard your guy died, so here I am.’ That’s kind of fucked up, man.”

      He shrugs at me. “Or you can wait until they post for the job and compete against a million other mechanics in the area looking for work. I say, shove your foot in the door while it’s open. It couldn’t hurt.”

      That last part is dubious. It could hurt if I showed up at their garage with them still grieving for their previous mechanic and me wanting to jump into his spot. It’s presumptuous. But Theo does have a point. If I wait too long, it could be filled as soon as they post the job. I don’t want to risk missing out if I have the inside information I can use.

      “I’ll think about it.” It’s not like I have much else to do now that I’m unemployed.
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          WHEN YOU WERE YOUNG

          CHELSIE

        

      

    

    
      “So, what qualifications are we looking for?” I ask Normandy. We’re putting together the job listing for Wayne’s replacement, but we’re both stumped on what he did. Because he did everything. “We can’t just put ‘mechanic’ because he did so much more than that.”

      She swivels in her chair, rubbing her pregnant belly absently. “I thought you knew cars, so I assumed you’d know what it takes to keep them going.” She smirks, and I can’t tell if she’s being sarcastic.

      “Sure, I know about the cars, like their pedigrees, and the story behind how Dad found and bought them. I know all their names but not how to fix them.” I sigh, shutting my laptop, and propping my feet on her desk as I usually do when we talk. “Can’t one of the other mechanics take over?”

      Normandy shakes her head at me. “No. All of them are apprentices. Wayne was teaching them, too, for credit at the local community college. None of them are certified in anything. There’s no way any of them could fill his spot.”

      “Great. So, we need to find a teacher too? Norm, this is going to be impossible.” I run my hands down my cheeks and take a deep breath. “We’re going to need a dang miracle. Some amazingly talented and certified teaching mechanic needs to walk in from off the street and offer himself up to be employed by us. Oh, and for a reasonable salary too.”

      “Crazier things have happened.” A slight grin steals across her face, and she gives me a knowing look.

      I scoff. “Just because you landed a billionaire at Dad’s funeral doesn’t mean we’re all lucky in all things. I don’t think this is going to be that easy. Wayne was one-of-a-kind.”

      There’s a knock on the open office door behind me, and a smooth male voice floats in. “Sorry to interrupt, but I understand you may have an opening for a head mechanic?”

      Normandy and I stare at each other briefly, our eyes big. I do my best to keep my mouth from dropping open in disbelief and rub at my arms for the hair that is now standing on end.

      She recovers first, standing and offering a hand to shake to the man. “We are, indeed. I’m Normandy Carmichael, one of the owners here. And you are...?”

      I slide my high heels off the desk and turn to see who this potential walk-in miracle might be. When my eyes land on him, my stomach lurches. Noah Thompson. You have got to be fucking kidding me.

      “I’m Noah....”

      “The job’s been filled. Sorry.” I blurt out, practically jumping from my seat and almost dropping my laptop as it slides down my thighs before I catch it. I keep my face down and turned away from him, not wanting him to recognize me. I’ll be mortified if he remembers me.

      “Nonsense,” Normandy says, purposely ignoring me and giving Noah a broad smile. Does she not notice I’m in distress over here? “We just started looking.”

      “Oh, cool.” His voice is still as sexy as it was in high school, if not more so now. Damn him. “Actually, my brother Theo runs the poker room at Bliss Casino, which I believe is now yours too. That’s how I heard about a possible opening here.” He sounds nervous. Good.

      “Ah, that’s fantastic. Well, you heard correctly, we are now looking to fill a spot recently...vacated.”

      “Sorry about the circumstances.” He almost sounds like he has sympathy. I know this is, in fact, a lie. He doesn’t have a sympathetic bone in his body. He wouldn’t know compassion if it rose up and bit him on the ass.

      I dare to glance up at him, tall, dark shaggy hair, a perfect amount of scruff on the jawline, deep brown eyes under a perfectly shaped brow. He’s almost too pretty for words. Still too pretty. It’s been what, seven years since high school? And he’s only improved with age, which hardly seems possible. He was perfect to begin with. Back then, I could have sworn he hung the moon and the stars; he was so swoon-worthy. I crushed on him for years. He just didn’t know I existed. Well, he did for a split-second when I worked up the courage to ask him out in the hallway one day after class during our senior year. My best friend, Mackenzie, talked me into it, and he cruelly rejected me in front of his friends and then laughed about it. As if the thought of going out with me was the most disgusting and hilarious thing anyone had ever heard of. I was mortified.

      I’ve never forgotten that day, and I don’t think I ever will. His friends didn’t forget about it, that’s for sure. I couldn’t walk the halls without somebody pointing and laughing at me. As if I would have the nerve to think I could be with someone like Noah. Mac told me to ignore everyone, but that’s extremely hard to do when you’re a teenager. Every little flaw is magnified a million times, and every little dig by Noah’s friends tore me down and apart. His friends didn’t need to worry about my nerve. It was made clear I wasn’t worthy. I wasn’t going to make that mistake again. Hot Topic had nothing to do with it. It was me that was the problem. Back then anyways. Since then, I’ve hardened my shell. More like lacquered, or even better, petrified.

      “Chels?” Normandy’s harsh tone pulls me out of my flashback.

      “What’s that?” I shake my head a little to clear the dark fog of the past.

      “I was telling Noah you would show him around and tell him about the job.”

      I arch an eyebrow at her. Does she not remember the conversation we were just having before this guy showed up? Neither of us has a clue what the job entails.

      “Okay....” Glancing back at Noah, I find him smiling at me expectantly. Sure, now that you need a job, you’ll be decent to me. Asshole. “First, do you have a resume? References? What happened at your last job? Why do you need this one? Did you quit? Or were you fired?”

      Noah pales at my barrage of questions, taking a small step back. Good. Be afraid of me, jerk.

      “Chelsie, geez!” Normandy titters nervously, walking around the desk and putting an arm around me, squeezing way too tight. “Sorry about my sister. She’s been upset since Wayne passed away, isn’t that right, Chelsie?” She pulls me into her side harshly again. I still don’t find this amusing.

      “I completely understand,” Noah says, his head bobbing, licking his lips as he finally meets my gaze.

      Recognize me yet, buddy?

      I smirk at him and cross my arms, waiting for it to dawn on him who I am as he sees me, but nothing happens. Does he really not know who I am? I was that forgettable to him. Of course, I was. But now, I have his attention, and if he wants the job, he has to be nice to me. The thought makes my stomach churn. That’s right, he’s only being nice to me because he has to.

      When our eyes meet, some crazy current flows between us, and the hair on my arms is back at attention. All these years, and he still makes me weak-kneed, but now it looks like I might be affecting him, too. That can’t be right, though. It was made clear to me long ago that I’m not Noah Thompson’s type.

      My shoulders drop with a sigh, and I resign to having to deal with him on this now, whether I want to or not. If nothing else, it’s my job to find Wayne’s replacement.

      “Fine.” I slide out of Normandy’s grip and brush past Noah to the open office door. I take a deep breath as I pass him, and it’s a mistake. His cologne is light and fresh and makes my head spin a little. “Follow me, and I’ll show you around.” I don’t glance back to check if he’s moving as directed as I head toward one of the back garages.

      If he can act like his rejection never happened because I’m sure it was so trivial to him that he doesn’t remember it, so can I. I think. Though, to be honest, just the thought of him hurts my heart with fresh pain echoing still from that day. I’ve spent the last seven years trying to forget Noah Thompson, and the asshole walks into my business looking for a job. I was looking for a miracle, not a curse.
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          YOUNG FOLKS

          NOAH

        

      

    

    
      Chelsie is confusing as hell. First, telling me the job was filled, and then the charged look that just happened between us, and now she’s practically running away from me. That was a roller coaster I did not see coming when I came in here. I’m glad I did come, though, because it sounds like I might have a solid shot at the job. If I can win Chelsie over.

      I catch up to her as she pushes through an exit door, and I need to power walk to keep up with her as she barrels into yet another door to another garage. I have to say, I don’t mind lagging a bit; the view from behind is stellar. The curves on her are beyond enticing, and the shape of her legs in those tight jeans with those high heels...Yikes.

      Once inside the next garage, she turns to face me, a hand on her hip and disdain in her eyes. “This is where Wayne did all of his repairs.” She waves to the line of car lifts and wall of tools and cabinets. Mechanics in their Mischief Motors uniforms are working on a few cars in different phases of repair. They all look young. Well, younger than me.

      “What certifications do you have?” Her eyes are narrowed as if in challenge again. Does she doubt that I’m qualified for this position?

      “It might be easier for you to tell me what certifications you’re looking for.” I give her a small smile, trying to stay modest but confident. It’s a fine line. “I have a lot.” Shit, that was too cocky.

      She swallows hard, abruptly uncomfortable, and avoids my eyes. “Can you teach?”

      “Excuse me?” I was not expecting that question at all. I guess we’re skipping the certifications.

      “Teach. You know what that word means, right? To show someone else how to do something?” She crosses her arms again. She does that a lot, and it’s incredibly distracting since it draws my eyes to the exact area of her body I should not be paying attention to. “Can you teach these apprentices for their college credits?” She points to the mechanics spread around the garage. I didn’t realize this was a teaching gig. While I’ve never officially done it, I always seem to be mentoring somebody.

      “Yeah. I could do that.” I’m hoping my cocky has turned to confidence.

      She eyes me warily yet again. I don’t know what I did to piss this woman off, but I must have done something. She’s been nothing but rude to me this entire time.

      “So, what did happen at your last job?” She tilts her head, curious, her long chestnut hair swaying with the movement. Something about her is so intriguing. I want to know what is going on behind those angry eyes.

      This is going to suck, but I need to be honest here. “Well, my last boss, who I worked for over five years, was unscrupulous, to put it mildly. He basically conned an old woman into a repair she didn’t need, and it wasn’t the first time. So, I told him to go fuck himself.” Shit. Swearing in a job interview is probably not a great move. “I mean, I told him off.”

      Her eyes dance brightly, and a smile takes over her entire being. She’s radiant when she smiles. Hot damn. “Oh my god, did you really? That’s amazing.” Her laughter is deep and heartwarming, like she means it. Did I just break through?

      “Yeah. I couldn’t work for someone like him anymore. I’d come home and want to shower in bleach to clean my soul.”

      Her laugh fades, and she eyes me again, but this time it’s not warily; it’s with something else entirely. If I didn’t know better, I’d think she was having inappropriate thoughts about me. I guess turnabout is fair play in the naughty thought department.

      “I can put together a resume if you need one. And I can give you references to check for my qualifications if you want.” I flash a quick smile. “Although, my last boss wasn’t too happy about how I left, so who knows what he’s going to say about me. My coworkers will stand up for me, though, I’m sure.”

      She nods, and it seems more to herself than in response to what I said. She silently walks past me and out the door, so I follow, unsure what we’re doing now or where we’re going. She takes a right and heads into another garage. This one is large and full of cars. A lot of cars. Classics, exotics, limos, SUVs, you name it. I get goosebumps taking it all in. This is an automotive lover’s dream garage.

      “Whoa.” It’s not very articulate, but it’s the best I can do at the moment. “This is impressive.”

      She still doesn’t say anything but watches my reaction intently. I’m sure my eyes have lit up like Christmas trees as I examine the different makes and models. I have never seen such an incredible collection and am rendered speechless. I’m supernaturally drawn to the line of cars, tracing my hand gently along chrome curves, bending to view better angles of the fantastic designs, and peeking into windows to admire lush interiors. After a few minutes, I glance up and find Chelsie staring at me, an impish smile making her mouth twitch. Her dark brown eyes are unreadable, though. I get the feeling I will have a tough time figuring her out.

      “Your father had an impeccable taste in cars,” I say, walking back toward her slowly. I am undeniably attracted to her. Something about her trips a switch in me; the more I get to know her, the more interesting and intriguing she becomes. I want to learn more. I want to know everything about her. But I need a job, too. So, I have to force myself to play it cool.

      “He did.” Her voice is tearful and cracked. And, looking up at me, her eyes grow sad. I shouldn’t have brought up her late father. That was kind of insensitive of me.

      “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have brought it up....”

      “No, no. It’s fine.” She glances around the garage. “It’s not like he’s not everywhere in this place anyway.” Letting out a deep sigh and straightening her shoulders like she’s about to face a firing squad, she continues, “Right, so when can you start?”

      I think she just offered me the job. Can that be right? “Seriously?”

      “Seriously.” Though she obviously isn’t pleased about it. That’s not confusing at all.

      “I can start tomorrow.”

      “Whoa, easy there, Tex. How about Monday?” She chuckles, her cheeks flushing slightly. She’s damned mesmerizing when she blushes. “I’d like those references you mentioned first. I’m not completely irresponsible.” She shrugs with a smirk. “Just a little irresponsible. I’m going with my gut hiring you. Don’t make me regret it.”

      “Noted. And, I won’t.” I can’t believe I got the job. Just like that. Not that Chelsie or her sister are pushovers, but it seems too easy. I’ve never been hired on pure intuition before, and it’s a bizarre sensation to be taken at my word on something so important. It almost makes me want to do the job even better because of it in a strange way. That makes zero sense to my logical brain, but it is what it is.

      Theo is going to be miserable to live with for the next few weeks while he gloats about giving me the idea to come here in the first place. I can deal with that. What I don’t know if I can deal with is working with Chelsie Blake. There’s something about her I can’t put my finger on, though I’d like to put my hands all over her and those curves. And thoughts like that are precisely why this will be pure hell. How am I supposed to work around a woman who drives me to distraction?
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      Once Noah gives me his references and leaves, I head into the office I’ve been using and shut the door, leaning against it and trying to gather my bearings. I cannot believe he just walked in, and I just offered him a job. I am going to be working with Noah Thompson. Daily. In close proximity. What the hell am I thinking?

      He didn’t recognize or remember me, though I’m not surprised. I was pretty forgettable back then. But it still hurts to think about how he made fun of me when I asked him out. Part of me wanted to believe he only did that to appear cool in front of his friends, as everyone tries to do in high school. I always thought I saw something in his eyes that looked like shame, but I figured it was what I wanted to see. I didn’t want to believe he could be so cruel just for the sake of it.

      I didn’t notice a wedding ring on his finger, but then I’ve heard a lot of mechanics don’t wear rings because they’re hazardous or something, so it might not mean anything. Not like he’d be interested in me anyway, or me in him either. If he didn’t want me then I’m not instantly worthwhile now. Or maybe I should forgive a simple high school rejection. Maybe I could forgive him if it were simple and not as devastating to me as it was. Maybe.

      A knock on the door at my back startles me, making me jump. I turn quickly and open the door, surprising Normandy.

      “Whoa, were you waiting by the door or something?” she asks.

      “I was just about to open it when you knocked. What’s up?”

      “Are you okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” Her brow furrows with concern.

      Am I that upset? I need to work on that if I’m going to be working with Noah. The last thing I want is for him to know what’s going on in my head about him.

      “I’m fine. Did you just come here to ask me that?” My patience is running very thin now, though I’m trying to keep myself in check. Normandy didn’t know about Noah and me when she pulled me into this.

      “No, I wanted to find out how things went with Noah.” She walks past me and sits at my desk, her high blonde ponytail swinging as she moves. Come on in. “Did you give him the job?”

      I turn and roll my eyes so she can’t see. “Yes. He’s starting on Monday. Though I still have his references to check first.” I sit across from her and drop my face into my hands. “I can’t believe he just walked in here like that.”

      “Why were you saying the job was filled when he first showed up?”

      I peek between my fingers at her, debating internally how much I want to tell her. One, it’s embarrassing as hell. The guy I had the biggest crush on in high school, who broke my fragile teenage heart, shows up at my work out of the blue. And, two, seeing him again brings all those feelings and more to the surface that I’ve pushed down for years. That was in the past. We’ve both grown up a lot since then, I would hope. I don’t want to open that can of worms.

      “I don’t know,” I shrug, playing aloof. “Why do I say most things? I’m a mystery.”

      She stares at me intensely, examining me for any sign of being disingenuous. But she’s a great poker player for a reason; she can read people.

      “You’re lying.” A smile starts to grow as if she’s coming to some sort of realization. “You know him, don’t you?” She sits up, pulling on that thread of an idea. “Did you used to date? Work together? It didn’t seem like he knew you, though.”

      “He doesn’t remember me.”

      “I knew it!” She claps her hands and rubs her palms together like the evil sister she unexpectedly is. “Remember you from where? How do you know him?”

      I sigh and lay my head down on the desk. “High school.”

      “You went to high school together? Was he that cute back then too?”

      I groan. This is not happening. Normandy does not really want me to rehash and relive the nightmare that was high school. Especially not the incident with Noah.

      “C’mon, Chels, I want details.”

      “Norm, to be honest, I don’t want to talk about it.” I lift my head and stare her straight in the eyes, trying to express how much I don’t want to talk about this. Not right now, and not with her.

      She takes in my gaze and demeanor, and her smile morphs into worry, but she nods. “Then we won’t talk about it.” She switches gears. “What are you doing for dinner tonight? Why don’t you come over to our house to eat? Brandon’s in New York tonight, and I could use the company.”

      Normandy was kidnapped not long ago by an organized crime family that were rivals of our father, who were demanding a ransom from her billionaire husband, and she still has difficulty being alone sometimes. The thought pulls on my heartstrings, but I have my own demons to face tonight, and I want to do it on my own. If I’m going to be able to face Noah Thompson daily, I need to kick the brittle skeletons of emotions out of my closet before Monday.

      “Thanks for the offer, but I’m just going to head home tonight. I’ll take a rain check for the next time Brandon’s out of town?”

      She nods again and stands to leave. “Alright
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