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Lukas Everett is Avery Parker’s new reclusive landlord. He’s gorgeous but damaged, as damaged on the outside as Avery is on the inside. A car accident that killed his wife left him with physical scars that cause him to hide from the world. Avery hasn’t had it easy in her few physical relationships and isn’t looking to get involved with anyone, let alone someone as cold and hard as Lukas. Lukas seems just as intent at keeping her at bay, even though she knows he feels the same longing she feels. With her mind telling her to run and her body begging her to stay, Avery accepts his job offer. She discovers that Lukas doesn’t just own properties but is hiding behind a pen name as a popular writer that she herself has enjoyed. It isn’t long before Avery demands all the passion she sees in Lukas, but will she just be the next chapter in his story or will they find their own happy ending?

His Next Chapter

By Fiona Murphy

––––––––
[image: image]


Copyright © 2013 by Fiona Murphy

All rights reserved

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead is coincidental and not intended by the author.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter One



[image: image]


Once again, the buzzing intrudes into the dark of sleep and I roll over, intent on finding and ending the damn buzzing. Eyes closed, I swing my hand out to the bedside table, come up empty, and swear. I remember, vaguely, pushing the phone away the last time it buzzed and now know it’s somewhere on the floor. The buzzing finally stops, and then two more buzzes to let me know the caller has left a message. Annoyed beyond measure as sleep is slipping away, I allow my eyes to open to a slit to find the clock on the bedside table telling me it’s only a little after eight in the morning. Anger fires immediately, and I want to find my phone and destroy it. I don’t even have to look at the phone. I know who it is and I’m pissed.

The buzzing starts again and I sit up and spot it on the floor. “What the fuck do you want?!”

“Avery, it’s your mother. Why would you answer the phone like that? I was calling to tell you Ricky is dead. He died last night, wrapped his car around a tree.” She’s crying and sniffling, I’m only going from annoyed to angry.

“Ricky?” I know who she’s talking about, now my anger is so high I can barely believe what I’m hearing.

“Your cousin Ricky—”

“Mom, that’s really sad for Ricky and Uncle Johnny, but I haven’t seen Ricky in over six years and that was at Grandma’s funeral. Before that it was four since I’ve seen him. Why the fuck do you think his death is just cause to blow up my phone since fucking four o’clock in the morning? Are you fucking serious?”

I hear her gasp of shock and I don’t care. “Avery, how can you be like that? You were close growing up. He’s your cousin. He’s your family. Are you going to be able to come down for the funeral?”

Shaking my head. “No, not going to be possible. I don’t have the money and I can’t take time off work.” I lie easily, as I have no job, yet it’s also truthful because I don’t have the money. Fine, someone died, that’s sad, however from what I’ve heard Ricky is no loss. He was perpetually drunk and abusive to his rotation of idiot girlfriends who put up with him. My mother’s tears are starkly different from her huff of annoyance the last time she mentioned Ricky almost a year ago. “Tell Uncle Johnny I’m sorry for his loss. I’m going back to sleep.”

I end the call and long for the time of being able to slam a phone, but don’t dare with the expensive phone I have in my hand and make do with slamming back into bed and squeezing my eyes shut.

It’s an overcast day outside, from behind the cheap blinds. That should make it easier to find sleep again, except I’m awake and now I can’t go back to sleep. More cursing and I’m off the bed to take a shower to get going. I snag my toothbrush and toothpaste to save time and brush my teeth while showering.

I’m in front of the sink trying to decide if I should put my contacts in or go with glasses. A shake of the contact cleanser and the small amount tells me it’s glasses. I put the plain, thin, black-plastic-framed glasses on and the world finally becomes clear again. I’m practically blind without my glasses. It’s supposedly my one flaw. As I take in the face in the mirror, the ambivalence is once again high. I’m beautiful—I don’t think it, I know it, after hearing it year after year, day after day. A long oval face, a thin, classic nose, and wide, soft lips fit perfectly with clear, deep blue eyes. My hair alone is the envy of many women—it’s not just blond it’s white blond, and I keep it long and flowing past my shoulders. I know what I’ll look like when I’m fifty. I’ll still be beautiful. My mother is, and I look just like her.

I know that my looks have gotten me things I would never have been able to get without them. I’m far from stupid. I’ve used my looks to my advantage more than once or twice. They have also cost me more than I should have had to pay. Friends, I have none; women either envied or were afraid to compete. School, I had been told I was too pretty to be smart as well. I didn’t need school. Jobs, sexual harassment was so common it was almost a daily endurance.

My looks had once again lost me another job, because the owner of the pub I had been bartending at for the last year decided to get drunk and make his move. It doesn’t help that I’m five six and have a body like an old-fashioned Coke bottle. My breasts are a firm, and from what I’ve been told a perfect thirty-six C, while my hips are a generous thirty-eight and my waist is usually an even twenty six. From the outside in I’ve hit the lottery. From the inside, I still haven’t completely made peace with my looks and my body. It’s one of the reasons my weight fluctuates. I’m currently a size six but I’ve been up to a ten, desperate to hide. The only problem was it didn’t really work as well as I hoped, so I seesawed and pretended like I didn’t care.

Stomach grumbling, I go into the kitchen and find I’ve got two slices of bread left and no peanut butter. There is one egg left. I rub the butter wrapper on the bread and it’s almost toast. Now there’s nothing left in the refrigerator, and it’s decision time.

I settle on the small love seat that fits the small living room perfectly and open the window to look out on the quiet street. I love this apartment, this street, this city of Chicago—well, Chicago when it isn’t so damn cold. I don’t want to leave, but today is March second and I have until tomorrow to pay the rent or the owner will be coming for it. The thought sends a chill up my spine. I have yet to even speak to the new owner. I’ve only seen him once, and he had seemed a cold bastard. Okay, maybe I’m not being nice; as the moment I saw him and locked eyes, my whole body shivered and I lost the ability to breathe. He, however, cut me dead and looked right through me.

If I’m beautiful, he’s gorgeous. He was coming out of the house and I was coming through the gate. He’s tall, well over six foot, and was wearing a long black coat that hid his body, he seemed broad and well built. His hair is the color of a raven’s wing, and eyes as black as coal burned into me. He has a face that’s a study of angles, a broad forehead, and his jaw, strong and sharp, fit a nose that looks like it’s been broken and reset. The only thing soft about him are lips, thick and full, that instantly had me wondering if they were soft as they looked. I found him stunning, yet I knew that he thought otherwise. I know he hides from the world because of the scarring that covers the right side of his face; from about mid-cheek the scarring covers his ear and goes below the collar of his shirt. The scarring is a tad lighter than the rest of his light olive-toned skin. I barely took in the sight before he walked away to his car parked in the back and was gone. The scarring doesn’t take away from his beauty—it barely registered to me, still I can imagine how it would affect someone like him.

Although I often long to be just average in looks, if I woke up tomorrow and my looks were taken away from me then I might have a chip on my shoulder too. I can understand his desire to stay out of sight, only it’s a damned shame. I didn’t say that to my upstairs neighbor. I simply nodded as she gossiped about the man that had bought the home we lived in. He was being so generous, and as she doesn’t have a lease, since she’s been living there for over seven years, he was giving her all the time she needed. Mrs. Kiever would be moving in with her daughter once one of her grandchildren left for college in the fall. Mrs. Kiever praised him for wanting to convert the house back into a single-family home. It was such a shame it had been broken up into apartments.

She was right—it is a beautiful old home. Three stories had been split into three different apartments, the person who had done it was a genius at leaving the beautiful walnut staircase intact. The front door opens into the large original foyer, and the small area holds three different mailboxes and leads up the stairs. Then a door into my own apartment although it cuts into several feet of the living area of my apartment, I don’t care. It’s worth it. Several of the features that made it so beautiful are left, the large fireplace in my living room, all the floors are a gorgeous dark hardwood, and there are also wooden moldings everywhere that speak of the home it was.

I can’t help but be curious about why he’s turning it into one large home when I’m dead certain he has plans for no one but himself to live here. He isn’t just elusive, he’s damned reclusive. I see his groceries when they are delivered weekly, and the UPS and FedEx guys seem to enjoy knocking on my door, even though I made it clear none of the packages are for me. He seems to have an unhealthy addiction to online shopping, as packages arrive almost daily. But in six weeks, I’d only seen him once.

He’s living in the attic space that had been home to the previous owner, Burt Donaldson. Burt was a nice but a very dirty old man. Once again, my looks had gotten me a better deal. An apartment for only six fifty when it should have been at least two hundred more, yet it left me open to salacious glances and dirty innuendo. It was why I always paid on the first of the month. The one time I was two days late he came for it and I felt dirty after he finally left. I promised myself never again would I leave myself open to him coming for the rent. I slipped it under the door in the middle of the night. He inherited the place years ago, but after the last snowstorm decided he still had a few good years left and he was going to spend them somewhere sunny.

I’m still surprised by how quickly he made the decision and then was gone. He sold the place about eight weeks ago, and a very nice middle-aged woman introducing herself as Darlene rang my door to inform me of it. Not to worry, I had signed a lease and it would be honored, but at the end of the lease I would have to move, as the new owner wanted to restore it to a one-family home. I assumed she was the person who bought the place, but she looked stressed and said no and offered a card to call if I had any questions. A week later, a moving company moved Burt out and the next day a crew came in and cleaned, painted, and did some small updates. They took three days, and the next day a different moving truck moved Lukas Everett in. I’ve seen Darlene almost daily after that, but she’s always in a rush and rarely even acknowledges me, let alone speaks to me.

The card is a thick, heavy stock and has only the name Everett Properties and a phone number on it. It’s on my refrigerator, and I think about calling him every single time I look at it. I want to know what his voice sounds like. I want to know him, and that alone is a good enough reason to stay away from him. I haven’t been with a man in the almost three years I’ve been in Chicago, and for two years before it. I do have two different battery-operated boyfriends in my bedside table, and that is good enough for me.

I’m bad at relationships and seem to attract men who want to treat me like a cross between a blow-up doll and a trophy, to be shown off but not really appreciated. A high school boyfriend and two men made it so I appreciate a piece of plastic over a man. I don’t think I’m missing anything, and in those moments when I wonder if I am, I just remember my last relationship and those thoughts disappear. I know one day I’m supposed to get over my hang-ups and let someone in, but I haven’t met someone who has made me want to, and for now I’m content. I’m only twenty-eight—as far as I’m concerned, I have time. Isn’t forty the new thirty?

It’s just annoying that the last time I spent time with a battery-operated boyfriend it wasn’t a movie star I was thinking of but the man who looks right through me. 

My cell phone rings, and it’s so quiet the sound is jarring. I check the display and send the call to voicemail. I don’t want to talk to my cousin. She’s more melodramatic than my mother. Shauna would no doubt be blubbering while pumping me for information. Shauna has to know everything about everyone’s business, it doesn’t matter if it relates to her, she just wants to know. Wind slams into the window and I settle back into the love seat. It doesn’t seem fair that I’ve made it through another winter only to miss spring. Chicago in spring is worth the harsh winter.

With a heavy sigh, I scoot off the love seat onto the floor, reach under the seat, and find the jar that holds all the money I have. A short count tells me what I already know: no money fairy snuck in and added a couple of twenties. I have six hundred and seven dollars. I’m now six weeks out of work. The asshole pub owner wasn’t willing to give me a good reference, and my boss before him has moved on. His replacement is a bitchy chick who hates me and no doubt wasn’t fair when asked about me. I’ve never gone so long without finding a job. There was only one person willing to hire me, but he didn’t take his eyes off my breasts for longer than thirty seconds at a time, and I just couldn’t go into a position knowing it wouldn’t last.

It’s time to move on. My only assets are my four-year-old laptop, a Toyota pickup with over a hundred thousand miles, and the ridiculously expensive cell phone purchased a week before I lost my job, when my other one died and I thought I could afford a ridiculously expensive phone. My gas tank is full and will get me roughly three hundred miles before I stop. I begin putting my life on Craigslist for sale. Next time, somewhere warm.
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My cell phone is buzzing, this time it’s the alarm I set last night. A groan escapes as I roll over. I’m no longer on a nice, comfy bed but rather a pallet made up with every blanket and quilt I own. It isn’t very soft. Eight is too early when you don’t have job, is all I can think as I make my way to the bathroom for a very hot shower. I ache everywhere, not just from sleeping on the floor but packing and helping people carry things out. Everything was sold, down to my alarm clock.

I feel light enough to sing as I turn on the water. I’ve moved house like this a few times before, it never worked out so well. Two guys moved to Chicago a week ago and pretty much had just their clothes, and bought almost everything. Two other people bought the other items they didn’t want or need. The key to selling is pictures—people always want to know what things look like, and even the stupidest things like silverware sell better with pictures. Finally, the ridiculous phone paid for itself. The only things left are clothes and a few boxes of books that I’m quite happy to move with me. Everything else is gone, and the jar increased to nine hundred eighty-nine dollars and change. That will be enough to get in with a roommate and tide me over until I find a
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