
  He thinks I want him because of the rumors around town. Because I think hes easy. I want AJ, because hes AJ.


  


  No liars. No suits. Absolutely no straight guys…


  


  AJ Fabins list of rules keeps him safe. Since getting kicked out of his parents home and attacked by a former escorting client, his rules and his life in the tiny town of Evergreen Grove provide a quiet haven. He may be lonely, and he may stick out like a sore thumb, but the folks like him well enough. When hes not dodging his old pimp, things are peaceful.


  


  Hayden Price is having a quarter-life crisis. Engaged to a woman he cant connect to and working a job thats giving him panic attacks, he comes to Evergreen Grove to help his mother through a health scare. Returning to his childhood home makes Hayden reevaluate a lot of things, including himself. When he meets AJ and finds he cant stand the mouthy, cocky jerkalmost as much as he cant stop thinking about himhe has a lot more to change than his career.


  


  To be together, theyll both have to break all of their rules…


  


  To my Tom — for all the reasons, especially the time you defended our little boy for wearing pink shoes.


  



  To my Little Guy — for all the reasons, especially for proudly loving pink shoes. Keep marching, and never worry about anybody’s beat but your own.


  



  To my Blue Gorilla — for all the reasons, especially for showing us all time and again that the strongest things can come in tiny packages. You may be little, but you are fierce.


  



  To Jillian and Mary — for all the reasons, including the times when you encouraged me to buy completely impractical and utterly gorgeous shoes. After all, new shoes cure the blues. <3


  1. NOT UNLESS HE’S A CYBORG


  AJ


  You know that movie where the devastatingly handsome billionaire falls head over heels for the former rent-boy with a heart of gold and they ride off into the sunset with their limo, their unicorn collection, and a cuddly little Bichon Frise?


  Okay, me neither.


  Nobodys ever gonna make that movie, because nobody would buy the premise. Not even if Julia Roberts does make the prospect look all kinds of glittery-ever-after on the big screen. And for real, Im telling you I could rock a string of diamonds just as well as her (I could!), even if you wouldnt catch me dead in an evening gown. Or doing a douche who drives a five-speed penis-mobile.


  Well…maybe it would depend on the penis-mobile.


  God bless Richard Geres fine ass in a three-piece, though. I may have a rule against dating a guy like the one he plays in Pretty Woman, but theres nothing wrong with a little fantasy. Like a big ol slab of red velvet cake, it may not be healthy for you to eat, but looking doesnt cost any calories.


  Rule #1: Watch out for rich guys in business attire. Theyre sleek, gorgeous, and powerful looking, like jungle cats, and as likely to take a chunk out of you when your back is turned.


  Rules aside, Geres high cheekbones help me stay awake when Im stuck behind my ratty, wood-paneled check-in desk, working dusk to dawn at The Grove Inn. Not much else going on at night in the speck of a town that is Evergreen Grove, NC.


  Once in an extremely blue moon we get a flurry of activity after dark like a tired traveler or two, but mostly its me, my laptop, and my movie marathons. Next up is An Officer and a Gentleman, because Im all about indulging a good movie star crush. Gotta get my feel-goods where I can.


  The old-school bell over the door and a gust of midnight October wind heralds the arrival of a guest. A young woman eases in with a curly-haired girl sleeping on her shoulder, and as she slides up to the desk, she gives the bell over the door a withering glare.


  Sorry, I whisper. We keep that thing as an alarm to make sure whoevers working the desk wakes up. It gets boring in here at night.


  The hard line of her mouth curves up a little as her gaze lands on my laptop screen. Even when youve got Pretty Woman to keep you awake? Her smile gets bigger. God, I love that movie. Ive seen it about a billion times.


  Mmm. So good, right? I love Julia Roberts, and theres nothing hotter than a guy who can fill out a suit.


  I say that, but its all talk. In real life, Ill never get near a man in a three-piece and cufflinks ever again. A pair of well-tailored pants isnt worth all the dangers.


  She hmms and adjusts the sleepy kid in her arms. I hear you. Mostly I used to go for ripped jeans and tight T-shirts. She rolls her eyes. Guess thats how come I ended up a single mom in a small town instead of being whisked away from the big city by a millionaire in a limousine.


  I wink and then nod to the adorable little girl on her shoulder. If you ask me, it looks like you got the good end of that deal.


  I did. Thanks. She smiles at me and hands over her credit card, pacing and rocking the little girl while I put her info in the computer.


  Shadows shift outside the windowed front door. I slide my phone over and wake it up in case I need to make a call. With all the pine trees around the motel, its hard to know when Im only seeing branches doing their nightly ballet. Ive got a pest problem lately though, as it were, so I lean toward the paranoid.


  My phone rings while Im grabbing the ladys keys. I pick it up partly to silence the blare of Shut Up and DanceI dont wanna wake that sleeping kid, and the mom looks like shes plenty fried. Plus, its my best friend, Cassie, so I always answer when she calls.


  Hey, lady. Im checking in a guest, can I call you back in five?


  Oh. Sorry. I Sorry. Sure, AJ. Just…yeah. Whenwhenever you can.


  The concerned hairs on my neck stand even straighter. Honey, whats wrong?


  Nothing. ItsI mean, Im all right. Delia and I were working late on inventory at the bakery, and she had an accident. The paramedics are taking her to the hospital but it looks pretty bad. You uh, you can call me whenever youre not busy.


  My hand shakes a little as I slide the room key toward Single Mom, whose credit card IDs her as Joy Lucas.


  The collective itty-bitty burg of Evergreen Grove didnt know quite what to make of me when I first blew into town, the fabulous fake nephew of an aging Asian lady. When I started asking home-improvement questions at the hardware store and offering to cut everyones hair free of charge, they remained curious but most folks thawed out. Cassies boss, Delia, had been welcoming from the start, and never once looked at me cross-eyed. Not even a little bit.


  I never asked for anyones acceptance, but I appreciated hers. And I never forget loyalty. So hearing that Delias hurt doesnt do good things for my sanity.


  Tell me what I can do to help, honey. Do you want to come over here? I can try to get Mrs. Choi out of bed, or I can call one of the backup desk clerks. We can head to the hospital to check on Delia together.


  The young lady across the desk taps on the top of my hand. Delia with that little coffee shop-bakery type place? The one on Main? You said something about the hospital, is she okay?


  Okay, now Im confused. Uh, I dont know yet. Are you local or…?


  Joy shifts her kid to her other shoulder. I knew her son, Hayden. We went to school together. I grew up over on The Ridge. Off of Fir Lane.


  Oh. The Ridge. Thats the rich people part of town. Wait a minute…


  Cassie. I look at Joy. You said Delia has a son?


  At the same time Cassie says Huh? through the phone, Joy shrugs her free shoulder. I mean, he went to live with his dad before I moved out of town, so I couldnt say where he is. But you know, if shes in the hospital, someone might want to get in touch with him.


  Thanks. Back to the phone, I ask Cassie if she got the gist of that memo.


  I did. She sniffles. Except Delia wasnt conscious when they took her, AJ. So I cant ask her for the number.


  Shit. That officially sounds awful. Maybe shes got it written down somewhere?


  Good thought. Ill look around and then call you back. Hey, tell whoever that is thanks.


  I hang up and smile at Joy, whos busy juggling a heavy-eyed child and shoving things one-handed into her purse. I guess its lucky you showed up when you did. Thanks.


  I dont know if I really helped much, but sure. I hope shes okay.


  Yeah. Same. I gesture to the kid in her arms. Listen, give me a minute and Ill walk you to your room.


  Oh. You dont need to. I want to get us both to bed and to sleep for a thousand years. Its been kind of a rough time. She appears to be fighting tears all of a sudden, and I want to ask but I dont want to pry.


  I take in the murky night outside the door and then look longingly at my laptop, its screen still frozen on Richard Gere with his shirt half-unbuttoned. Delias in the hospital, Cassies trying to find some wayward son, and Ive got a crying woman in my lobby and either a malicious presence or a rowdy tree lurking outside. Was I seriously just thinking about how my night was going to be another boring movie marathon?


  God bless movie marathons. I fucking love movie marathons. Bring on the mundanity, please and thank you. Damn, I love this town when its boring.


  No, really, let me walk you. It may be a quiet around here but you never know. Id feel better knowing you guys are safe. Not counting the bad vibes outside, something inside me feels sad and anxious when I look at this woman. She doesnt appear to be any older than I am, and twenty-one (ish) is awfully young to be looking scared and checking into a motel with your kid in the middle of the night.


  I remember how lost I was when I left home. How lost I still am sometimes. How screwed Id be if Mrs. Choi hadnt helped me, if we hadnt wound up in Evergreen Grove. Looking into that mirror makes me want to fix the reflection. I always do when I sense people are troubled, but I never exactly know how.


  Thank you, she says. Really.


  Her sleepy bundle opens one eye and gives me a tiny wave. I smile and wave back, gripped by a surprising sense of hollowness and longing. I havent thought of it muchI try not tobut aside from Mrs. Choi, I dont really have any family, and I dont exactly picture a scenario where I will any time soon.


  That little girl makes me think of the sister I left behind, and how she was getting married soon when I moved out. Maybe Id have a niece like that sleepy little girl to play with, if Id stayed at home and followed the party line. If Id been able to conform. I couldnt make it last though, so I didnt. I dont. Anyone who knows me sees me coming a mile away, on account of all the neon and glitter. (Of course Im not serious. Neon is for crossing guards. Mostly. Unless youre at a black-light party. Then all bets are off.)


  So no family, and no relationships. Ive made a list a mile long about exactly the things I want in a guy, and exactly the things I dont. And I can tell you, no guy meeting my insane standards exists for real, not unless hes a cyborg.


  Its cool though, because Ive got my good friends, my movie collection, and some quality sex toys for when things get lonely. Three things you should never skimp on, by the way.


  I hustle through the chilly night air to escort the mom and little one to their room. Its a short, uneventful trip. I put their room close to the office, and nobody jumps out of the bushes. Still, I cant shake that sensation of eyes on me as I run back through the lot so I clench my fists and get ready for a fight that never happens.


  What? Me? Paranoid? Yesss.


  Im about to restart my movie when a text comes in from Cassie:


  Found Delias purse by the safe. Number in her phone for a Hayden Price Jr. Manhattan. Must b her son. Should I call tonight or morning u think? Might wake him up.


  Yowzers. That is one pretentious-looking name. I shake my head as I thumb out my reply while wondering what my dad would think of me now. Growing up, I was the fuck-up. The pain in the ass who couldnt fit in. In Evergreen Grove, Im the one who gets called for advice in the middle of the night. The one who fixes things, and nobody cares about my skinny jeans or my colorful sneaker collection (ombre glitter Keds for the win).


  When I think about the trouble my dad went to so nobody questioned my disappearance, I guess I can admit nothing would have mattered. Things turn out for the best though, right?


  Sure.


  [image: Scene Break]


  Hayden


  Jacket. Tie. Cell phone. Meeting notes. Air of authority. Check, check, check, quadruple-check, and you bet your sweet fucking ass.


  By that last part, I mean I take so many deep breaths I get sort of dizzy. Hey. Whatever calms the nerves. This jobconstantly having to prove myselfit puts me on edge.


  I like phone conferences. Nobody has to know I spent hours pacing and pouring over meeting notes with shaking hands just so I can spend fifteen minutes sounding like I have my shit together. Nobody sees my sweaty palms or my frayed hair as I down my tenth cup of coffee.


  It may be half past three in the morning in Manhattan, but the days already begun in London. My favorite Brioni suit and red power tie are my armor. I wear them at the office always, even for conference calls. Even in the middle of the night.


  I never want to get too comfortable. I cant afford to be lazy.


  Frustrated with the waffling client on the other end of my line, I brace my fists on my dark Cherrywood desk and lean over the speakerphone. Gentlemen, weve increased our offer by twenty percent. Thats far more than any of Price Developments competitors. You want to take this deal. I rub my temples, then brace my fists on the desk again, fighting the urge to pace. Itll make me sound winded on the phone when I need clarity and self-assuredness.


  Ive risen in the ranks of this company because I had no choice. Because Im the son of Hayden Price, CEO, and theres no option other than perfect. Everyone thinks I get a free pass because Im the bosss son. No, its because Im here in my suit at three in the damn morning.


  I hate it.


  Being the CEOs son doesnt mean special treatment at Price Development. If anything, its the opposite. In spite of how fast I learned when my feet hit the ground, Im surprised Dad lets me talk to clients. He wouldnt if I didnt make him money. And I do. I make him a lot of money.


  Fact is, theres family and then theres business. In business, everything is ruled by the bottom line.


  One might argue that youre overvaluing the property, my boy. Which makes us wonder why we ought to sell to you. Whats the catch? The nasally uptight guy from Cuthbert Assets makes me want to snap something in half. Like my desk. Or him.


  Dude, dont fucking call me a boy.


  I should be used to it. Ive had about a thousand clients look at me like they just got handed a wet-behind-the-ears college intern. It still makes me nuts.


  Buddy, were offering you a fat stack of cash for your shitty piece of land that isnt worth jack to you until something gets built there. Quit yer bitching. Can I go over there and slap him around a little for being stupid? I love London. Gorgeous city. Great food. Whats this guy got to be so pissy about?


  Fuck me. I need a drink, some stress relief, and my bed. Id settle for even one of those. I get none of them until I close this deal, so I clear my throat and dig deep for my patience. Sir. Our bid is high because weve done our homework on the future development in the surrounding area. Our goal is to make you a fair and competitive offer.


  Silence stretches before finally, I still dont see how youll make the project viable


  Thats my job. Your job is to take my companys money. Then I freeze with my hands braced on the beveled edge of the veneered wood, hoping my attempt at authority didnt go too far. You cant be sure with some guys.


  Well Ill give it to you, you certainly do take after your father. He mutters something else on the other end. I cant tell what, but I can guess. Nobody likes dealing with my dad, but hes the devil they know.


  Me, Im the bosss kid. Im twenty-four, fairly fresh out of school, and they all either mistrust or resent taking direction from a kid. They think my ideas are stupid. With this guy, Id bet its all of the above. I used to try and suck up to everyone. Eventually I realized no matter how well I affixed my lips to some executives butt cheek, it didnt matter. They think Im an entitled asshole so I might as well be one.


  Besides, being a dick covers how much I hate it all. The work. The hours. My dad signing my paychecks and dictating my decisions. The whole thing.


  Mr. Barclay, I growl. The guy on the other end of the phone might be fresh into the office with a steaming cup of Starbucks, but Im on my last nerve. Do we have a deal?


  An exasperated sigh. Fine. Whatever you say, young man. Waste your money if you want. I dont need video conferencing. I hear the sneer in his voice.


  Good. Great. Ill have contracts sent over first thing. Happy to do business with you, sir.


  And you, young man.


  Boy. Young man. Yeesh. I hang up before he says anything further, unleashing a yawn that could let in all the worlds flies. I look up to find my fiancée, Meg, standing in the door wearing a belted trench coat and a drained expression.


  Hey. Partys over, I guess? Well, it is late. I return her half-smile with probably even less enthusiasm. Im sorry. I had to handle this call. I put my hands together like Im begging. I needed a win on this. Good news though, I got that property for the hotel in London.


  Her laugh is reluctant, her eyelids heavy as she slides over to perch on the edge of my desk. Theres always a reason, and youre always sorry. Same story, different night. But. I do have my own good news.


  I dont even have to ask. Youre in.


  Im in. She throws her arms wide and wraps them around me, laughing. She smells like the party she most likely just came froma little smoky, a little boozy, and a lot like Armani cologne.


  I take a deep whiff and pull back, giving her a tight smile even though irritation is nudging at my nostrils discovery. Stephan was there?


  Meg lifts her eyebrow, giving me a look like a parent being patient with her child. Im exhausted and annoyed enough for her clear judgement to add to my tension.


  Hayden, there have got to be thousands of men in the city who wear the same cologne.


  But you only spent all week dancing for one of them. In flesh-colored next to nothing. Things have been rocky for a while with me and Meg. Its late and I dont want to fight. So I shut my trap for the sake of peace. Sure. Youre right.


  One hand goes to each of my shoulders. She beams at me, in spite of the late hour and our collective grumpiness. He did stop by the party to give me the news, since you asked. Im going to be his new principle.


  Oh. Shit. Thats fucking great. Congratulations. Now I feel like a jerk. Shed been hoping to get a spot in Stephans new dance company. A chance to shine rather than being part of the backdrop in the corps de ballet. Even I, who know painfully little about ballet beyond the tights and shoes, know getting the principle spot is a massive win.


  I have to be honest. I dont entirely get what Meg does. Ballet is pretty to look at and all. So are the dancers. But Megs passion is a foreign concept to me. I dont always have fun with my job, but its tangible. Watching the building go up and the people go in is gratifying because its all a project. A puzzle or a chess game. Youve got to make the pieces fit and outmaneuver your opponent, and if youre doing it right you make some decent money in the process.


  When I go home, maybe I check emails. Maybe I catch up on client research. Mostly I catch up on sleep and watch TV. Honestly, if I thought I could do it without my father disowning me, Id quit.


  Meg, though? She literally eats, sleeps, and breathes dance. Every decision she makes revolves around ballet because its not only a career, its her life. Barring a career-ending injury, if she won the lottery tomorrow, I dont think shed stop. In fact, I think if she broke her leg in the middle of The Nutcracker, the Mouse King would have to forcibly drag her offstage.


  Everything else okay?


  Meg seems off tonight. Quiet and fidgety. Could be that Im in the doghouse over missing tonights wrap party. I did plan to be there, but my freak-out over the outcome of this call got the better of me.


  I squeeze her arms through her coat, ready to suck up. Ill definitely have to, after I got growly. So I look deep into her gray eyes and turn up the wattage on my smile. Im proud of you, babe. Seriously.


  With a roll of her eyes, she leans in to give me a peck on the lips. This is everything Ive worked for. Please be happy for me.


  I just said I am. Im so ecstatic I want to take you out for a nice meal to celebrate, except I already know youre going to order a side salad with no dressing and call it a day.


  Were both so busy we hardly go out at all these days. Used to be wed at least hit a club or hang out with her friends on weekends. Lately, it happens less and less.


  More eye rolling, which I thoroughly deserve. These last few years with my father, Ive learned a great deal about business but little in the way of dealing with women. My father has the worlds driest sense of humor and the interpersonal skills of a cuddly puppy, if that puppy had fangs and a barbed tail. Frankly, Im probably straight-up lucky Meg and I have worked this long.


  She pulls my arm, kissing my forehead this time. I start next week, but you know a girl still needs food. Come on, she murmurs. Youve got to be exhausted. I dont even have the energy to fight about your absence tonight. Lets go get some sleep.


  Sure. Fine. Blowing out a breath, I shrug and grab my phone and briefcase. Once the lights are out, I pull the door shut and dial into my voicemail. A call came in from an unknown number earlier, but I was busy prepping for my meeting. Now, Im curious but concerned. Especially when I notice its a Carolina number.


  Hi, uh, Mr. Price? You dont know me, but my name is Cassie and I work in your mothers café. Theres been an accident and shes in the hospital. The last I checked she was stable but unconscious. I havent been able to get any further information yet…


  2. I ALREADY HATE THIS GUY


  AJ


  When I moved with my landlady-slash adopted aunt to Evergreen Grove, I thought it was the perfect place to hide from all the shitty assholes and shittier mistakes Ive made thus far in my life. Somehow, my old pimp tracked me down, and he keeps trying to drag me back into a life Im desperate to forget.


  Now, if youve got bigger problems than that, I dont know how to help you.


  The slimy toad-face is waiting outside the motel in the morning when I end my shift. Hes leaning all casual against a light post at the far end of the parking lot when I exit the lobby door. Im wondering if he just showed up or if hes the reason for the oogie feeling I got late last night.


  Before hes even straightened to his full height, I have one hand on the phone in my back pocket and the other tensed in case he makes a move. Last time he did, a buddy of mine showed up and knocked him down. I figure theres a chance Russels learned his lesson. Theres also a chance hes biding his time until he can try something worse, because thats kind of Russels thing.


  What the fuck are you doing here, man? My fingers tighten around the phone as I flip through ways to get around him, ways I can fight back if he doesnt let me leave easy.


  My buddy, Dante, teaches self-defense, and Ive logged a lot of hours punching a bag and bulking up these past few months. Hes encouraged me not to charge a guy unless I have to, and hes right, but trust me when I say even a washed-up pimp in a Ralph Lauren suit understands no better when youre looking ready to fight.


  He shows me his palms. Hey, now, Andy. Lets calm down, okay? Im not here to fuck with you.


  Especially a washed-up pimp in a wrinkled Ralph Lauren suit. This guy used to be the Big Kahuna and now hes skulking around Small Town USA, looking like he got stuck in a cage match on the way home from the office. Also, Dont call me that. And do I see a blood stain on your shirt, man? Am I not the first former independent contractor youve chased down looking to beat the shit out of this morning? I tilt my head to the side like Im curious, but I honestly couldnt give the slightest fuck.


  I want him gone. All I want is for my life before Evergreen Grove to disappear. Namely Russel.


  Russel gives me the Wait a minute gesture. First of all, you owe me a lot of fucking money. Youre lucky to still be breathing after stealing from me.


  I have a much different take on this story, but arguing with Russel is like arguing with an extra-stupid brick wall. I hold up my phone to show him Im dialing 9-1-1. I owe you exactly jack. The sheriffs department around here is pretty quick, you know. Id get moving.


  Hang on. I said Im not here to give you trouble. I have a business proposition.


  The answer is always no. Russels tried this shit before. Bringing me business propositions that essentially boil down to the idea that if I cant pay him back the money he still thinks I owe, then I can start fucking guys for money again until the imaginary debt is paid. Id rather kill us both or go down trying. I dont care if orange is an awful color on me.


  Look, buddy. I said Id stay away and that was the plan. At the moment Ive got my own problems. Got some interesting news though, about an old customer trying to track you down. Trying hard. As in, offering cash.


  Holeeey freaking bat guano. Oh. Okay. Sure. I change my answer, Russel. Thats not a no, thats a hell fucking no. I glance behind me before sliding sideways, out toward the mouth of the parking lot, ready to run. My bright pink ASICS arent simply a bold fashion statement, theyre gel-cushioned and Ive logged a lot of hours running in these babies, thanks to my friend Dantes recent fitness training.


  Ill call the cops or, if I have to, Ill fight, but worst-case scenario I want to draw Russel away from the motel behind me. Away from Taylor, the sweet college student who took over after my shift ended, and away from what little I have left that looks like family.


  Im told theres an offer of twenty Gs on the table. Just to have a meeting with your scrawny ass. You dont think thats worth considering? Since I brought you the news, we can split the cash.


  I summon control of my limbs again, crossing my arms over my chest. As I stare down at this man I used to fear so much, I can smell the desperation seeping from his pores. Im not as scrawny as I used to be, and he doesnt have the same hold on me anymore.


  I dont know where you got this information, or if youre making it up, but theres not even a snowflakes chance in hell. Youve been sleazing around this town since the summer and Im betting my entire collection of styling products you came looking for me because someone higher on the food chain back home came looking for you. That measly couple grand you think I owe you isnt gonna help whatever trouble youre in with the wrong guys.


  When I met Russel I was fresh out of my parents house and looking for employment. The modeling agency he supposedly worked for supposedly needed a person to answer phones. Im not proud to say Russel talked my naïve ass into his bed and onto the street so fast I couldnt think clearly. His entrepreneurial spirit didnt end with plucking escorts off the street though, and the way Russel lived fast and loose, Im sure whoever supplied his guns and drugs has to be holding as much of a grudge as I am.


  Come to think of it, Russel, it wouldnt surprise me if someone you fucked-over floated that money rumor to get us both out of hiding. So no way, Russel. No thank you. Go find another sleepy town to hide in and get the hell out of mine. If you stir up trouble here, I might just have to shake the phone tree back home and tell anyone I can still manage to find where you are.


  Its a threat without sharp teeth, because I dont want any of those people to know where I am. Russel doesnt have to know.


  He snarls. Careful.


  Oh, I think youve got more to lose than I do. Nobody cares about finding me. Ive got a singsong lilt to my voice now, but deep inside my stomach is rolling. Im taunting the guy who used to drag me back to his apartment for sex, knock me down looking for cash, and then kick me some more when he didnt find enough.


  Im feeling bold though, both thanks to the extra muscle Ive put on and the knowledge that Russel really does look like hes in a bigger shitbox than I am. I mean, he wouldnt have gone to so much effort to track me down if he werent in trouble. Id never want to stoop to his level, but Russel did almost get me killed once. We all do what we have to in order to survive.


  Listen, you little piece of


  The music from my hand cuts off whatever creative threat Russel had planned. I hold the phone up, calmer now, especially when I see that its Cassie. Shes a ten-minute walk away, waiting for me at Delias so she can head over to the hospital. Even so, knowing shes on the other end of the line makes me feel like Ive got backup. If I gave her the hint, shed send help, call the cops or maybe her boyfriend and our buddy Dante, and theyd be here pretty fast.


  Except Russel is my problem. I need to be the one to handle him.


  I answer slowly, giving the once-confident sleazebag across from me a wide smile. Deputy Haas. I didnt expect to hear from you so soon.


  I like to do goofy stuff when I answer the phone sometimes, like identify myself as Bobs House of Tacos and ask if the order will be pick-up or delivery. Usually Cassie is my one friend who will play along, making things extra dorkish by asking if were still serving blueberry flapjacks at that hour. So Im hoping she rolls along with my play, like usual.


  I shouldve known the morning of Delia winding up in the hospital, Cassie wouldnt be in a joking mood. Uh, AJ? Is everything all right? You sound weirder than usual, and you were supposed to be here by now. Are you still coming?


  I hold Russels gaze, noting that even the daggers hes shooting look shaky. Oh. Yeah. Definitely coming. Something I need to take care of first, thats all.


  Okay. Good. I opened the shop like usual, and everythings set up. So if youre still willing to hang out here and watch the register for a bit, I can go to the hospital to check on Delia. She sniffles, and instantly my heart does a sad trombone slide down to my toes. I feel like an ass for not just telling her whats up when shes already worried about other stuff, but this gives me some room to maneuver. Plus I dont want to worry her more unless I know its necessary.


  Ill be there in a few, honey. No worries. I hang up the phone and hike my backpack higher on my shoulders. Well, Ive got the local sheriffs deputy wondering where I am. So go away, Russel, I spit through gritted teeth. I live in a budget motel and I scam free coffee and baked goods from my best friend for food. I almost died for whatever money I had on me the day I left your employment, so I think I more than earned it. That deputy on the phone? I know him. Intimately. So if I have to call him back, its going to be bad for you, know what I mean?


  Theres a reasonable kernel of truth in that lie. I hooked up a couple of times with a local sheriffs deputy, and in a pinch I could maybe call him for help. I doubt hed be happy though, because even though I told him I dont really date, he still got upset when I said no to anything other than a blow and go. Since hes a law enforcement officer, hes probably gotta help me in spite of thinking Im a jerk. In a pinch, I guess Ill have to cross my fingers on that theory.


  I walk away from the motel only when I see Russel kick a tire and storm off in the other direction. I send a text to Taylor inside The Grove Inn and tell her to lock the lobby doors. Heaven forbid anybody actually needs to check in during the morning, theres a doorbell they can ring.


  I jog down Main Street to get to Cassie. Im reaching for the door to Delias Bakery and Café when the damn thing swings wide to reveal a guy about my age wearing a suit and tie. At least I think hes roughly my age. Im nearly blinded first by his face, and then by the door smacking me in mine.


  I try stepping sideways but we collide, chest meeting hard chest. I put my hand between us but we only miss smacking noses when he jumps back with one arm out to avoid smashing his to-go cup. We get close enough that I can smell mint on his breath as he pulls away.


  I guess I should appreciate that in spite of getting harassed by my old pimp and nearly having my nose broken (again) this morning, Cranky Businessman didnt add second-degree burns to my Early-Morning Shit List.


  Jesus, buddy. You know some people are coming out of here carrying hot drinks, right? His accent is strange, but I hear a definite hint of ballsy New Yorker in there, which makes him seem even more of a cocky bastard with his broad body and that pricey Brioni suit hes showing off. His eyes flare before they narrow and sharpen into a coal-dark glare that scrapes from the top of my tie-dye hoodie to the bottoms of my fuchsia sneakers in judgement.


  Yeah, well. Screw him very much. Usually theyre not coming out at fifteen miles an hour, rich boy. People like to move at a polite pace around here.


  This jackass in the ritzy suit has clearly forgotten his manners. He could use some reminding.


  He stiffens and takes a sip of his coffee, frowning like its pissed him off. I wasnt going fifteen miles an hour. I was hardly going


  Oh, for the love of Cindi Lauper. Its called hyperbole, jerk. You know, an exaggeration used to make a point? Since you seem to be missing it, why dont you step on out of my way so we can both move on with our lives?


  He shakes his head and makes a noise in his throat. Dude probably couldnt be more disgusted with me if Id taken a leak on his shoes. You wanna school me on etiquette, pal? Try and actually learn some.


  He brushes past me then, except by brush I mean if a referee had been nearby, I think some penalty might have been called for body checking.


  Sure. Dick. I shake my head and proceed to blow the sack of dicks off, but my peripheral vision snags the view of him walking away. No denying, his slacks and jacket fit perfectly, which shouldnt surprise me in the least and only ticks me off more. Ive dealt with far too many entitled, overconfident, overfunded businessmen to have any respect.


  Rubbing my aching shoulder, I stumble inside the shop to find Cassie staring from behind the counter with her mouth hanging open. What was that?


  I shrug, or at least I try to. That guy whacked me hard. Search me. It was a rough night and a rough morning, and Im not in a friendly mood. PS, he couldve given me a black eye with that door. I feel a little like a whiny kid, trying to pull off the he started it excuse, but I mean…


  He did start it. Amirite?


  Cassie fidgets uncomfortably. Well. Do you think you could like, try to be nicer?


  I stop in the middle of dropping my backpack to whip my head around. To that guy? Why?


  Uh…AJ? That was Hayden. Delias son? I called him last night like you suggested and he borrowed his dads friends private jet or something so he could get here right away.


  Private jet? Oh, youre kidding me. I grab my forehead with my hand.


  The bakery phone rings and Cassie shoots me a look before reaching to answer it. Seriously, AJ. He seems nice. I know youve been pissy since you quit smoking, but can you at least try?


  Id tell her its got nothing to do with a nicotine fit, but shes already answering the phone. Anyway, Cassies got enough stress. So fine, Ill try to be nice.


  Seriously, though? Like my morning wasnt bad enough. Im pretty sure I already hate this guy.


  [image: Scene Break]


  Hayden


  Mom, stop arguing.


  Im grateful my moms awake. Shes alive, and the docs say with rest and proper care the outlook is positive. We havent been close in years though, and this injury shes suffered seems to be making her extra stubborn. Thanks to my late-night call to London and hopping on a plane to get to North Carolina right away, I havent slept.


  Between the two of us, were as reasonable and lucid as a pair of drunk Upper East Side socialites. This is going to be a blast.


  My child, you have a life in New York, as you are always so tactfully pointing out. Go home. The command is sluggish and lacks conviction. She tries to give me an angry mom look. By the way she winces and closes her eyes, shes in no shape to give me grief.


  Mom. I set my now-cold coffee down. The coffee that I splashed on that bullet train masquerading as a colorfully-dressed asshole.


  I assume the same arms-crossed stance I would in a room full of uncooperative coworkers, even though Mom cant see me. Body language sets the tone. The doctor says you have a pretty severe concussion. Could be months before youre back to normal. You wont be able to drive


  So Ill walk. The house is less than a mile from the café. I could use the exercise.


  As verified by the GPS in my rental car, its point seven-three. And absolutely not. Mom, they said you might not even be able to read on your own. Okay? Youre going to have headaches and dizziness… You could fall in your own house and hurt yourself even worse. Not to mention that all of this happened because they think some rapid blood pressure fluctuation made you pass out. Something about a problem with your medication? So clearly you do need someone around to help.


  Even with her eyes closed, my mother manages to pull off a disapproving scowl. I dont need a babysitter.


  But you do need help. I soften my voice, sliding into a nearby chair. I wouldnt take being laid up well either. Still, someone needs to keep an eye out. The idea of leaving here and knowing that my mom could get dizzy and trip on a rug in her living room and this whole thing could happen again gives me the willies. The guilt that I wasnt herethat I havent been here in far too longsure doesnt make anything better.


  Its selfish. I say I want to stay to help her. I also want to ease my own conscience. Staying to help my mom also forces me to take time away from work. Cant say I mind a break from that white collar grudge match.


  Moms fingers twitch, extend, and drop to the bed. Id bet my savings account she wants to give me the finger wag but she cant. Her frustration and fatigue settle heavily on my shoulders. For a guy whos gotten used to having to charge in and sort out a problem, knowing all I can do is hang out and wait is its own form of torture.


  My store manager. Shes great. She can help, Mom mumbles at last.


  I sip my coffee, once again cursing the guy who made me splash it on my hands. Id like it better if I hadnt burned my tongue on that first sip back at the shop. Thats what I get for trying to look cool in the face of that mouthy punk.


  Yeah, Mom. I met the girl who manages your shop. Seems sweet. The problem, though, is shes already busy running your store. You need someone to help you at home. Cassie might be good, but I dont think she can be in two places at once.


  Delia, it pains me a great deal to say this, but I believe your son is right.


  I spin in my chair at the sound of the new person in the room. One whose footsteps slide slowly rather than hustle with the businesslike precision of hospital personnel. One whose smooth voice plucks at the base of my skull with an irritating familiarity.


  Huh. Think of the mouthy punk, and there he appears. Im too busy wondering what hes doing in my moms room to immediately wish hed leave.


  Once again I could swear Ive seen him before, but damned if I know where. Definitely not school. Id remember seeing those intensely clear blue eyes, that striking nose, and rugged jaw had it been across the aisle from me in class every day. Still, something about his presence feels like déjà vu.


  Theyve dimmed the lights in my mothers room so his smirky face looks mutedfriendlierin the shadows. Or maybe thats actual concern for my mom. Hes pulled off the hood of his sweatshirt to reveal a messy head of blond hair and a slight smile.


  AJ, is that you? Come here, sweet boy. Moms stiff fingers relax against the white hospital sheet. Shes struggling to open her eyes and sit herself up until Mouthy PunkAJhurries to stop her.


  Hey, no-no-no. You rest, kay? Cassie said you whacked your head pretty good. You know, I got a mild concussion from slipping on the icy sidewalk once, and it kept me on my ass for weeks so you take it easy. And listen, she asked me to apologize. She was going to come herself but someone called a catering order in to the café a little while ago. The fort is being held down in your absence. He pats Moms hand with his.


  With that, Mom eases back against the bed. Without complaint. Mother. Effing. Son of anow I hate this guy on principle. I dont care that hes a near stranger.


  So far, what I do know is that hes loud from the inside out, he seems to have a closer bond with my mother than I do, and she calls him sweet boy. After dropping everything to be by her side, she told me to go home.


  The guilty knot in my gut argues that its my own fault. The anger simmering in my chest doesnt care. Angry me blames the mouthy punk.


  I dont need anyone to fuss over me, Mom murmurs.


  I clear my throat. The anger in my chest rises. I push it down. Business is about logic and rules. Emotions make everything messy. Mom, you do. The doctor said


  Hayden. The way Mom whispers my name sucks the fire out of the big speech I was working up. Her exhaustion fills the room. Honey, you have a life and a job to get back to. Ill be okay.


  Mouthy AJ bobs his head, smiling so earnestly and brightly I want to smack the pretty right off his face. Sure. I can help during the day. Cassie can come by after she closes the shop in the evenings. Well work it out.


  Mom, I came to help. I want to. I already sent word to Dad. Everythings handled. I do want to help. If part of me thinks itll atone for the fighting when I was a kid and the hardly speaking for seven years, I hope that doesnt make me a complete asshole.


  She sighs. I know that sound. Its good. Shes about to give in. That lovely fiancée of yours wont want you gone forever.


  Talk of Meg gets my neck tight. I bring my arm up to rub at the tense muscles until I catch AJ eyeballing me with unnerving curiosity. My hand drops. Shes doing her own thing, Mom. Shell be fine.


  No point in mentioning how my parting with Meg was frosty. I dont want her worried.


  Well, all right then, Mom finally agrees on a tired breath.


  Inside Im doing my own personal end zone dance until she follows it up with, But honey, youve been gone from town a long time, so be sure to get help from AJ and Cassie. They know their way around.


  I return to glaring at the mouthy punk who tried to school me on manners on my way out of Moms shop this morning. Hes turned away from her bed and is smiling at me with that know-it-all look.


  Yeah, no. This town is about as large and complex as a Post-it. I dont think Ill be asking this d-bag for help with anything anytime soon.


  But right now my mom needs to rest, so all I say is, Sure, Mom. Ill call AJ if I need anything.


  3. FIVE O’CLOCK SOMEWHERE


  Hayden


  Mom needed to rest, so after grabbing a nap on her sofa I headed back into downtown Evergreen Grove to find food. Also, to look around. Get reacquainted, for lack of anything better to call it.


  Im wandering along Main Street to get my bearings when Meg calls to ask how Mom is doing.


  Seems a little frustrated, but I think shes okay. I bet shed love to see you if you think you can spare the time. Things with Meg have been strained for longer than I care to admit. A weekend together outside of the city could help.


  Babe, you know I cant. I start rehearsals for La Bayadera on Monday.


  Im not surprised. Megs not about to jump on a plane and fly to the middle of I-Cant-Even-Find-It-On-The-Godforsaken-Map with rehearsals looming.


  I guess I felt like I had to ask. Who knows how long Ill be in Evergreen Grove, after all. Its Friday. It seems like she could come for the weekend if she really wanted. No point in saying so. Well both get pissed off while she lists excuses.


  Its funny…from the moment I met Meg at one of my fathers charity functions, I felt as though she and I made sense. She was as driven as she was gorgeous. As the daughter of the Wilder Industries founder and CEO, she understood my long hours and my complicated relationship with my dad. Dad definitely approved. We were young, but our pairing seemed as inevitable as a high-rise on a prime city lot. A power couple in the making.


  Now? Between Meg making a name for herself in New Yorks dance world and my anxiety-ridden, love-hate career at Price Development, things feel like theyre unraveling. Not to mention my mother landing in the hospital has reminded me what a shitty kid I am. Also, the trouble with being part of a power couple is that when you disappear into the sticks to take care of an injured family member, your driven, success-seeking fiancée continues right on. The world still turns. Show must go on.


  Im not sure what it means for us. Im not sure how I feel. I dont think I feel what I ought to.


  Babe. Hayden. Are you there? Are you pissed? You knew I had


  Im not pissed. Part of me wishes she could at least pretend she wants to be here. Maybe I also need to look in the mirror. So what are you doing this weekend? Spending time with Stephan?


  She huffs a loud breath. Were going over show notes, yes. He doesnt have an artistic director so Im helping in that capacity. Babe, this is huge for my resume. Dont you have better things to do than to concoct half-baked accusations? You dont need to piss a circle around me. Stephan is a good friend.


  Im not pissing a cir Meg! I pull the phone away from my ear because shes already hung up. Damn. Well, I guess that says everything, I mumble at the blinking display.


  Leaning back against the wall of my mothers bakery and café, I take the time to scan Main Street. I was so certain Id return to find Evergreen Grove unchanged. Not so. The town I so readily fled as a teenager is at once eerily the same, and completely different.


  When I left, it was a pin dot of a town going nowhere. Nobody in it would go anywhere. Nobody would ever change. My mom came here looking for someplace affordable and simple after things didnt work out with my dad. I left senior year of high school because I was afraid Id become a casualty of all that simplicity. I saw the buzz of city life and the success my fathers company had achieved. I wanted that kind of power.


  I needed to be powerful.


  Now, standing outside of Delias Bakery and Café at closing time, I can see the town has gone somewhere after all. Maybe not leaps and bounds in the grand scheme, but somewhere. From Moms little bakery to a tidy convenience store, a bar & grill, and a Laundromat, most of these shops on Main are new or spruced-up. I have to admit, Delias Bakery and Café looks cozy sitting among them. When she opened a few years ago, I told her this backwards little town wouldnt give a shit about gourmet coffee and fancy muffins.


  One more way Ive been wrong. One more way
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