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“Do that again...”

Sawyer Devon would dive right in if he weren't so exhausted.  Really he would, but instead, he rolled over and cradled the beautiful young woman next to him and brushed the hair from her face.

“You'll have to give me some time to recover,” he said breathlessly against her lips before he kissed her, and she smiled in response.

“Fine, if I have to,” she said, then she pushed away from him, moved to the edge of the bed, and after running a hand through her long blonde hair, stood and reached for her blouse.

Sawyer likewise ran a hand through his own disheveled hair and pushed himself up against the headboard, rearranging the sheets around his lap.

“Are you still coming with me to that cocktail party tonight?” he asked as he languidly watched her make her way into his large bathroom across the room. He could hear the water running, and then she came into the doorway with a glass in hand, and she sipped before answering.

“Is this for that homeless thing?” she asked.

He smiled lazily, mesmerized by the way the sheer, delicate fabric of her blouse draped across her taut nipples, still hardened by his recent attention.

“Not really homeless, it's homes for vets, but yeah we're expecting a lot of big sponsors, so I have to go.”

She rolled her eyes and disappeared back into the bathroom where he heard the water run once more.

“Can we not stay all night this time?” she asked and reappeared with her phone in her hand as she pouted and posed for selfies. 

Sawyer pushed to the edge of the bed, grabbed his boxer briefs off the floor, and pulled them into place around his hips as he stood.

“You know that’s not my decision,” he said. “Besides, your father will be there and he's going to expect me to schmooze for hours,” Sawyer offered as he nudged her out of the bathroom so he could relieve himself.

“Ugh,” she moaned aloud grudgingly. “Those events are so boring. Even the free booze sucks.”

Sawyer laughed at that as he flushed, washed his hands, and went back into the bedroom.  She was now sitting cross-legged on the bed still mugging for selfies as if she were on a modeling shoot.

“Why don't you tell one of your father's cronies that. They're the ones footing the bill for that crap.”

He crawled onto the bed toward her, but she pushed him away and got off the bed, stooping to pick the rest of her clothes up off the floor.

“Are you having a car pick me up or are you coming by yourself?” she asked as she sat on the edge of the bed and began dressing.

“No, this one's in town so I'll drive. That way we can leave as soon as I see an opening.”

“Good idea,” she said as she stood and straightened her sweater.

“7:30?” He asked, pulling her into his arms once more.

‘I'll be ready as always,” she said, kissing him quickly as she ran a hand through his hair. “You should get a haircut though. You’re starting to look like one of those homeless people you’re trying to raise money for.”

Sawyer rolled his eyes at that then craned his neck to check the time.

“I should probably get to it if I want to get everything done. Do you want a ride home?”

“No, I'll have Alberto call for a car, don't bother.”

“OK, let them know I’ll be leaving soon and to bring my car around.”  He said as he gave her a smile and watched her leave, listening for the front door to close. Dressing quickly, he made his way out of his apartment and down to the lobby of his building.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Devon,” the man at the front desk said with a generous smile.  “The valet is bringing your car around.”

“Thanks, Joseph.  I’m going to be gone for a couple of hours, can you have my rooms cleaned while I’m out?”

“Not a problem at all, sir.  Milagros is on the upper floors right now so I will let her know.”

“Thanks so much,” Sawyer offered and headed out to the portico of the building.  Moments later, the valet pulled up in his Volvo, stepped out, and held the door open for him.

“I'll be going out around 7:00 tonight and I'll be taking the Porsche,” he said, handing the man some cash, and when the valet gave him a nod, he closed the door and was off.

It had been a while since he'd gotten a haircut, Micheline was right, but dropping in on a city salon without an appointment wasn't something he was willing to do. So, he checked his mirrors and headed West toward the suburbs. The old barber shop a few miles from his family's farm had always been the place to go for a quick cut when he was growing up. He was sure they didn't require a month's advanced appointment with their head stylist to get in.

Pulling into the old gravel lot, he waited till the dust settled before he got out of his car and headed inside. It was a small shop with three stations and a bank of old chairs for patrons to wait. There was a young man cutting an elderly man’s hair in the first chair and in the far chair was Jeb, who he'd always assumed was the owner of the shop for the last 90 years by the look of him, but he still gave one hell of a haircut.

“Sawyer Devon,” the old Barber barked without turning to look at him. “Tire of your spa, did you?”

Sawyer chuckled at that and took a seat. He was used to the ribbing ever since he showed up during school break in his Harvard jersey some 10 years earlier. It felt like yesterday.

“No one can clean me up like you do, Jeb,” Sawyer offered with a large smile. “If I mean to please the ladies, I'll need your skilled hands to do their magic.”

The old man shook his head at that and gave him a grin as the others in the room chuckled. Then he pointed to the empty station and told him to sit and wait, so Sawyer obliged him.

“Was sorry to hear about your dad,” the farmer to his left said, giving him a nod. “He was a good man.”

“He was, and thanks,” Sawyer said with a sad smile. It had been a year since his father passed and he was slowly getting used to these comments from people around him. They still caught him off guard but fighting back the grief was much easier now that the pain wasn’t so raw.

After several minutes Jeb finished up on his client and moved to his chair, immediately spraying water to dampen his hair as he quickly ran a comb through it.

“High and tight?” Jeb asked with an evil grin. Sawyer returned the grin and gave him a nod.

“Three on the sides, seven on top with a taper. Same as I always got,” Sawyer offered as he lifted his chin to receive the cape.

“Your brother was in here last week,” Jeb offered as he began clipping away. “He looks like he aged 10 years.”

“I always said that farm would kill him, but he loves it so what can I do?” Sawyer said, tilting his head forward as Jeb buzzed the back of his neck.

“He is tied to that place hook, line, and sinker,” the farmer to his left said. “But he knows what he's doing so he'll do well.”

“It's what he's always dreamed of doing. Can't fault him for that,” Sawyer said.

“And how about you?” Jeb asked, maneuvering Sawyer’s head to the right. “Where has that fancy college degree taken you?”

“I’m here and there. Work in Philly mostly, but I travel quite a bit, so it keeps me busy.”

“Busy is good, doing what?” Jeb asked as he adjusted the tip of his clippers.

“I do financial auditing, portfolio advisory, stuff like that.  It’s nice working for a big firm in the city, but I’ve never been too keen about corporate politics,” Sawyer said, tilting his head as Jeb began trimming and gave out a laugh.

“Avoid politics?  In a corporate job?  Good luck,” he chuckled and tilted Sawyer's head the other way.

“Well, that’s why I’d like to quit that job and just start to work for myself.  I already have a ton of clients who know and trust me, so it’d be easy to get them to sign on with me... hopefully.  It’s just a big step to take... and a scary one.”

“Nothing better than being your own boss,” Jeb said with a nod.

“Agreed,” Sawyer said as he poked at the cape, knocking off chunks of hair that Jeb had clipped from his head.  “More to deal with in a way but if things go wrong, you only have yourself to blame.”

Jeb nodded and gave him a toothy grin as he turned the chair and readjusted his clippers.

“Married yet?” he asked, and Sawyer gave a chuckle of his own.

“Noooo,” he said with a grin.  “Not ready for that mess.”

“What is it with you kids these days?  Hell, when I was your age I already had a brood of babies under my roof.”

“Not ready for all that just yet.  Work keeps me busy, and I prefer to enjoy what I have before sharing it with... a brood,” Sawyer said with a smirk.

“Priorities are definitely not what they once were,” Jeb said, brushing the loose hair off Sawyer’s shoulder and onto the floor.  “I see Cade’s finally settling down though.”

“Yeah, he and Kit are doing really well.  Happy for them.  And a job like that, that’s where a brood makes sense.  He’ll need the help.”

“She’s a real nice girl. I see them down the meeting house occasionally.  Good to see them so happy.”

Sawyer gave him a smile but said nothing.  What could he say?  He was happy for his brother, happy that he’d found someone who fit so well into his life.  It wasn’t always so easy.  At least not for him.

“So you’re not seeing anyone?” Jeb asked as he took a pair of scissors in hand and began cleaning up his cut.

Sawyer shrugged.

“I date,” he offered but didn’t expound on that bit of information.

“McKenzie said he saw you in town with that Cartwright girl,” the elderly man next to him stated.

“Micheline.  Yeah, we see each other occasionally,” Sawyer said with a nod.  Hell, he’d fucked her not an hour earlier, but he wasn’t about to mention that to these old geezers.

“Isn’t her father that developer?”

“Yeah, he owns Skyway Development.”

“Weren’t they the bastards who tore up the fields past the Anderson farm?” One of the other men in the room asked.

Sawyer shrugged.  He knew where this was going, and he needed to cut them off before this became a riot.  He was definitely on their side, but they wouldn’t take it well to know he was fraternizing with the enemy.

“Well, he purchased the property, so it was his right to do what he wanted with it,” Sawyer said.

“They put up those damn condos and office buildings,” Jeb said a bit angrily.  “Nothing like ruining the country scenery for profit.”

“And who in the hell’s gonna buy those damn places, anyway?” The old man next to him asked.

“They seem to be pretty popular,” Sawyer said, controlling a smirk.  “I think they sold out within a month.”

“Bah,” the old man said.  “You young people just want to tear everything down.  Nothing’s going to be left.”

“Well, you can’t leave everything the same. There has to be some progress,” Sawyer weighed in, knowing he was stoking a fire in the room.

“Well, at least your hair hasn’t changed,” Jeb said, brushing the loose bits from Sawyer’s neck with a large brush as he removed the cape.

“Best to not change things that don’t need to be changed,” Sawyer offered with a wink.  “You’re the best haircut in town.”

“Leave the cash on the desk as you go out.  None of this card-swiping nonsense,” Jeb said, shaking out the cape, and folding it over the back of the chair.

Sawyer chuckled at that, pulled a couple of bills from his wallet, and dropped them on the desk.

“You take care,” he offered.  

Jeb smirked and gave him a wave. 

“Find yourself a wife,” the elder man shouted, and Sawyer smiled at that.

Then he laughed out loud.
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“I’ll call later this week to set up an appointment,” Mr. Cartwright said as he gave Sawyer a nod, gestured with his drink, and walked off into the crowded room. Things were finally going well.  If he played his cards right, Cartwright would be a new client before the end of the following week.

“Now there’s a guy you want on your roster,” the young man next to him said as he sipped his bourbon.  “You’d be lucky to have him on your side.”

“Doesn’t hurt that you're fucking his daughter, either,” the man to his other side snorted into his drink and Sawyer smirked.  These were his friends after all, and they only meant it in jest.  In most situations, he’d be insulted by the comment and feel the need to pop the guy in the mouth, but ‌it didn’t seem to faze him.  At all.  And that gave him pause.  

Micheline didn’t deserve that kind of talk, no woman did, but it was a ‌ well-known fact in his circles that women of her age and of a certain class were actively on the hunt for rich husbands.  It’s what they’re taught.  If you had money in your pocket and came from a respectable family, most women in his circle were exceedingly willing partners and of late, Micheline had set her sights on him.  They’d been sleeping together off and on for several months now and though he knew she wanted something more permanent, he wasn’t about to give up his freedom for a wife.  Especially not her, no matter how important it was to land her father as a client.

“You two have been going at it for a while now,” the man to his left said.  “Any intentions in the pipeline?”

Sawyer nearly choked on his drink.

“Not even close,” he said, gesturing for a wandering server to fetch him another martini.  “I am nowhere near ready.”

The man to his right knew all too well the stakes at hand.

“You can feel them circling,” the man whispered ominously into his drink. “Like vultures waiting for you to stand still.”

“I’m sure you’ve been pegged a few times, haven’t you?” Sawyer asked.

“A few?” he spat.  “I can’t tell you the last time I had a free evening to myself.  My mother keeps setting me up with the daughters of her friends.  And my father keeps nonchalantly passing info to me regarding client daughters and their net worth.  It’s a fucking cock auction at my house.”

The man was nearing thirty, long past the age the society mothers expected him to choose his lucky trophy wife.  Sawyer knew his neck was on the block too though.  They all knew.  Wealthy families obtained more wealth by linking themselves to other wealthy families.  It was just the way in their world.

“I’m glad my parents aren’t around to prod me, though I doubt my father would care,” Sawyer said, taking a new martini from the server. “My mother might hint, but she was never one to push.”

“You’re lucky,” the man to his left said with a sigh.  “My mother sends me text messages with pictures of suitable wives on a daily basis. I just want to get my career off the ground and focus on my finances, you know?  I don’t need a wife in my apartment to make me miserable.”

“I’m sure they’re not all that bad,” Sawyer laughed, his eyes searching the crowd for his current anchor.

“I’m sure they’re not, but eventually we have to pick one,” the man said.  “At least yours comes with perks.”

Sawyer shrugged at that.  Perks or not, he didn’t want to get married.  Not now, and not to her.  As his friend said, he wanted to focus on his career, and get his feet firmly planted before he was saddled with the expectations of in-laws and children.  He’d just started moving up at work, cutting himself free of the entry-level bullshit he’d been putting up with since he left Harvard, and things were finally turning around for him.  His client list was small, but growing, and getting Constantine Cartwright on his books would be a boon.  It would probably set him up for life.  But there were a lot of factors to consider with any relationship, client or otherwise.  Adding a wife to the equation would just be a bad idea right now.

“Micheline is a great girl... for now,” he said, feeling he needed to say something, and the surrounding men mumbled their agreements and continued sipping their drinks.  “And I should probably go find her before she gets into any trouble.”

His friends offered their grumbled farewells and Sawyer bumped his way through the crowded room with his drink aloft and after a few passes, heard her laugh.  It was an airy affected laugh she seemed to put on to come across as girly and fragile when everyone knew who she was and what she was capable of.  

Micheline Cartwright was no damsel in distress no matter what facade she wanted to plaster on.  He noted her voice had ‌an affectation when she was in public as well and he found it grating.  A breathy sort of vocal fry that got under his skin in the worst way.  He didn’t know how much more he would be able to stomach, which was why he was working quickly to get her father on board.

“We should probably get going,” Sawyer whispered into her ear as he leaned into her.  She giggled at the feel of his breath on her neck, then smiled coyly at the man she was speaking to.

“Nice seeing you again, Corey.  If you would excuse me,” she said with her radiant smile and poor Corey could do nothing but nod as they walked away.

She wrapped her hand in Sawyer’s elbow as they made their way toward the foyer to retrieve their coats.

“You really are evil,” he said with a chuckle as the attendant handed her coat to him and he held it out for her to put on.

“What?”

“You’re an unrelenting flirt,” he said, putting on his own coat.

“You don’t seem to mind,” she offered with a sexy smirk and Sawyer shook his head.

“No, I really don’t, but you should probably tone it down when you’re surrounded by a bunch of hard-up men.”

“What better place to be flirtatious than in a room full of easy targets?”

Sawyer blew out a breath and a laugh as he held the door open for her and they made their way to his Porsche as the valet pulled it up to the door.  One of the door attendants opened the passenger side for Micheline and she stepped into the car.

“Mr. Devon,” the valet nodded as he held the driver door open, and Sawyer handed him some cash before getting in.

“Where to?” he asked as he put the car in gear and headed into the night.

“Your place,” she cooed.  “I’m still feeling flirtatious.”

Those words sent a tingle up his spine, and in the back of his mind, he knew he should drop her off.  She’d been over three nights in a row and though he was enjoying the exercise, he couldn’t say the same for the company.  The more time they spent together, the clingier and more intrusive she became, and he needed to nip that in the bud before she got any ideas.  He loved his penthouse and everything in it.  She was not about to become another of the fixtures there.

“I’m going to have to take a rain check,” he offered, pulling onto the highway.  “I have a ton of briefs to catch up on and I promised Cade I’d stop by the farm to take care of some paperwork there.”

Micheline sank back into her seat and went silent.

“Stop,” he said immediately. “I need a break, OK?”

“A break?” she spat.  “From what?  It’s not like we’re dating or living together.”

“Mish,” he ground out.  “Don’t start this again, please.  You’ve spent three nights in a row at my place.  I have stuff to do and don’t want to feel like I’m ignoring you to get that stuff done.”

She muttered some disagreement, but he cut her off.

“There is no way I’m going to be able to give you the attention you’re looking for while I’m working, and I need to focus.  Seriously.  Let’s take a couple of nights off so we can both catch up, OK?”

She grumbled again, then crossed her arms.

“Fine.  But you better make it up to me when I see you again.”

He reached across the console and gave her knee a squeeze.

“When do I ever not make it up to you?” he asked, and she pushed his hand off her leg.

“Just take me home,” she said with a haughty sniff.

“As you wish, mademoiselle.”

And the rest of the trip was gloriously silent.  There were a few huffing breaths from her, but otherwise, she was quiet.  Pulling up the long drive to her family’s estate, he came to a rolling stop in front of the door and leaned over to kiss her.  

“Please don’t be mad,” he said, kissing her neck.  He knew her tantrum was only temporary and could feel her shiver as he nibbled on her skin.

“I’m not mad, just disappointed.”

“Think about where you want me to take you to dinner in a couple of days, your pick, and I promise I’ll make it up to you.”

“I want linguini... in Italy,” she ground out.

Sawyer shrugged.

“All right, linguini in Italy it is,” he chuckled and pulled her toward him for a kiss.  She was tense and he could tell it was all for show.  Just another of her ploys to get her way.  Unfortunately for her, these things never worked on him.  He saw right through her and in a couple of days, she’d be eating out of his hand again.  Thank God this deal with her father was almost done.  He didn’t know how much longer he could deal with the games she played.
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There was nothing better to soothe the soul after a disappointing evening than a hot meal at the Meeting House.  It never failed.  He and his family had been going there for years and it was the spot where locals went to relax, shoot the shit, and fill their stomachs with some of the best food a few bucks could ever buy.  Sure, eating steak at Delmonico’s was to die for and some of the best sushi on the planet waited for him at Hiroki, but a great plate of chicken fried steak and gravy with a chunky mash was where his heart was right now.  He needed it to fill the growing void he felt in his chest.

At eleven in the evening, the place was relatively empty. A few stragglers sat scattered around the room, mostly truckers or farmers out to fill their stomachs before heading home after a long day, so walking in dressed like he was about to attend a red-carpet event made him chuckle to himself.  Sliding into his usual table, he removed his tie and unbuttoned his collar to at least be able to breathe in the warm air, filled with the smell of fries and years of patronage.

“Hey handsome,” Avalynn, the ever-vigilant server at the Meeting House, sidled up to his table and gave him a warm smile.  “Long night on the runway?”

Sawyer laughed and gave her a tired smile in return.

“Hey Ava,” he said, giving her a nod. “I could use a big, greasy cheeseburger right about now.  And an even bigger strawberry shake.”

“You got it.  Fries or chips?” she asked, marking her pad.

“Fries...with cheese.”

“Ohhh, splurging tonight.  OK,” she gave him a wink and headed back to the kitchen with his order, returning shortly thereafter with a tall glass of ice water.

“You still close at midnight?” he asked.  It had been a while since he’d been there this late and he wanted to make sure.  Nothing worse than getting a last-minute customer when you were just ready to close up shop.

“Yup, you’re good.  No worries.”

She gave him another warm smile and headed over to check on the other customers still eating.  One man wiped his mouth, said something that made them both laugh, handed her some cash, and left the establishment.  Another man, a widowed farmer he’s seen there often over the years, sat back from his plate, and sipped on his newly topped-off coffee.  Catching his eye, Sawyer gave him a nod and a smile.

“How’ve you been?” the man asked.

“Can’t complain,” Sawyer said, shifting in his seat to face him.  “You?”

“Same old, same old.  Long days out in the field mean late-night dinners.”

“I can’t say I miss those days,” Sawyer said with a chuckle.

“Looks like you’re still dealing with some late nights though,” the man added, and Sawyer gave him a shrug.

“Guess it’s something we can’t avoid.”

The man returned his shrug with a chuckle of his own, left some bills on the table, and waved his goodbyes to Avalynn.

“Take care, Ray,” she waved, then shoved the money into her apron before stopping by Sawyer’s table.  “Your food should be out shortly.”

“Cool, you’re welcome to sit and chat. I’m not going anywhere,” Sawyer offered.  They probably weren’t expecting any more customers before closing and she looked like she could use a few minutes off her feet.

“Don’t mind if I do,” she said as she sat in the booth opposite him. “It’s been a long day.”

“I’m glad this place is still so busy after all these years.  You guys have great food.”

“Oh, that’s all Isaac,” she said, gesturing her thumb toward the kitchen.  “Amish upbringing, so he knows all their secrets where hearty food is concerned.”

“Wow, all these years, and I didn’t realize he was Amish.  And they allowed him to work outside the community so late?”

“I don’t think he’s very Amish anymore.  I think he went AWOL after Rumspringa,” Avalynn offered with a grin.

“Really?  There’s a shocker.  I didn’t think there was much truth behind that, but I guess it happens.”

“More than we know,” she said as the bell for his pickup rang out. “There’s your food.  Be right back,” she said with a wink and hurried off.  

The last remaining customer dropped some money on his table and, giving Sawyer a nod of acknowledgment, left the establishment.  Quick as a flash, Avalynn returned, set Sawyer’s food out in front of him, and headed off to clear the tables.  

There was nothing like holding a hot, thick cheeseburger in your fingers, the grease dripping onto the plate, begging to be bitten into, and this one was no exception.  He had no idea what Isaac put into the mixture or how he seasoned it, but it was more delicious than any he had ever eaten at any other restaurant, no matter if it was high-end or a dive.  It had the ‌umami that 5-star chefs strived to achieve, and he was thankful he knew about this secret for so many years.  And the saturated satisfaction it afforded him did something immediately to fill that ache in his chest.  This was the antidote his evening needed to end on a better note.

“You good?” Avalynn asked as she hefted a bus bin onto her hip.

Sawyer couldn’t speak and he was afraid he would moan aloud if he tried, so he just blissfully nodded and, chuckling, Avalynn scurried to the back of the restaurant and disappeared again into the kitchen.  A few minutes later, she reappeared and sat across from him once more.

“You Devon boys really like your burgers,” she smirked, amused, as he continued to gnaw through the burger in his hands.

“I don’t know what witchcraft Isaac is involved in, but these have always been so addictive,” he said, finally setting the weary remains of his burger on his plate to wipe his hands on a napkin.  “The fries too.  He must sprinkle crack on all of it.”

“I don’t think that would be legal,” Avalynn offered with a laugh, pulling a bunch of fresh napkins out of her apron, and setting them in front of him. “But I have to agree.  He’s always made the best food.”

“The best,” Sawyer agreed and took a few more napkins to wipe the grease off his fingers. “And you, how long have you worked here?  It seems like forever.”

“Kind of feels like forever, but it’s been about ten years now I think.  I started here when I was still in high school.”

“Wow, really?” Sawyer asked, genuinely surprised.  He knew it had been a handful of years because she had become a fixture there, always around when he dropped by, but he hadn’t realized it had been that long.

“Yeah.  My father knew the original owners and begged them to take me off his hands,” she said with a self-deprecating chuckle.  “I was pretty restless as a teen.”

“Where did you go to high school?” he asked, now turning his attention to the cheese-covered fries.

“Brandywine South,” she said, watching him with amusement, gesturing to a clump of melted cheese that clung to his chin.  “You?”

He wiped at it but didn’t stop his momentum, swirling a clump of fries into the orange goodness before popping them into his mouth.

“Davenport Academy.”

“Of course,” Avalynn said with a smirk.  “Did you all go there, your brothers I mean?”

Sawyer nodded as he wiped his face with a napkin.

“Wow,” she said with a tilt of her head. “Cade doesn’t seem like the type.  He’s so down to earth.”

Sawyer furrowed his brows at that and sat back from his plate for a moment to take a breath.

“And I don’t?” he asked with some surprise.

“No, I mean, look at you,” she said, gesturing to his suit. “It’s obvious you went to a prep school, but Cade looks like he went to an Agro-tech school or something.  I don’t think I’ve ever seen him not covered in dirt.”

“You have me there,” Sawyer said, looking down at his expertly tailored Brioni suit to make sure he hadn’t gotten any of his meal on himself. “But we come from the same family and grew up on the same farm.”

“But it wasn’t your thing?”

Sawyer shrugged and took another bite of his burger.

“I guess I just had other aspirations.  Parker didn’t stay on the farm either.”

“Oh, that’s right,” she said with a smile.  “How is he?  Haven’t seen him in a while.”

Sawyer gave another shrug.  The last thing he wanted was to think about Parker when he was finally feeling so relaxed.

“He’s off doing what kids do best, I guess.  I haven’t spoken to him in a while.”

“I thought you were all so close. What happened?” she asked, and Sawyer felt a burn rush down his spine.

“We’re still close. It’s just that when my dad died, our lives and responsibilities all shifted in different directions.  It happens.”

She gave him a sad smile and a knowing nod.

“I get it.  My parents are still alive, but they moved out west when my dad retired.  My mother couldn’t stand our winters here and my dad wanted her to be happy, so they moved to Arizona.”

“How old were you when they left?” Sawyer asked.  He guessed she was maybe twenty-five, so they must have left when she was young.

“I had just turned eighteen,” she said, giving a sad smile.  “It was a lot to deal with at the time, but we all manage, don’t we?”

He nodded slowly at that.  On your own at eighteen.  That was harsh.  He was at Harvard when he was eighteen, but that was nowhere near being left on his own.  He had a luxury dorm room, high-end food, loads of friends... and money.  Something he was sure she didn’t have a ton of because she’d worked here since before her parents left.

“Did they at least leave you a house to live in?” he asked, not knowing how far to dig, but he was curious about what her situation was.

Avalynn chuckled sourly at that, and he wished he hadn’t asked.

“I suppose,” she said with a bite to her tone.  “They couldn’t give me the house I grew up in because they needed to sell it to move into their new place.  So, they gave me some money, not much but... I got a small place nearby.”

“Well, that’s good,” he said with a hopeful smile.  Considering the area, it must have been a nice sum if she could buy even a small house nearby.  Real estate in the area was pricey even for the smaller ranch homes that were popping up.

“Sure,” she said, standing from the table, taking his empty plates.  “If you consider living in a shed the lap of luxury.”

Sawyer laughed as he wiped his mouth again, then stopped when he noticed her jaw clench.

“You can’t be serious.  You lived in a shed?” he nearly choked on the words.

“Still do.  It was a storage cabin I think.  It didn’t have any electricity or heat or anything, so I really had to improvise when I moved in.”

“Oh my God, really?  I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to laugh before.  I thought you were kidding,” he said with all the sincerity he could muster.

“It’s ok,” she said with another of her warm smiles as she stood and headed back to the kitchen.  “I’ve fixed the place up ‌since then.”

God, he hoped so.
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Chapter Four
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Sitting in his car, Sawyer scrolled through the messages on his phone.  Micheline had texted him twice, which stunned him.  He half expected her not to text at all, but the texts were nothing but more ranting, calling him a dick, and telling him she hoped he wasn’t kidding about Italy.  Now, he had been kidding when he agreed after she mentioned it but flying over for dinner wasn’t so far-fetched.  If it meant that she’d shut up and give him these next couple of days to relax, it was worth it.  It could actually be a pleasant trip for them. Perhaps spending that amount of time together would make her realize being a couple wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.  He had just finished sending her a quick text to confirm their date when he heard cursing outside his door.

Avalynn was standing outside the restaurant peering through the door, cursing to herself.

“Everything OK?” Sawyer asked as he rolled down his window.

Avalynn said something under her breath before she made her way over to him.

“My phone's dead and it looks like Isaac's already locked up and left.”

“Did you leave something inside?” he asked.

She grumbled again, bit her lip then looked back to the door.

“My car won’t start, and I can’t call for a ride,” she offered, holding up her dead phone.

“Hop in, I’ll take you home,” he said as he hit the button to unlock the passenger door.

“No, I can’t take you out of your way,” she said.

“I was heading to the farm, not back to the city.  Get in, really, it’s OK.”

She hesitated again, but after realizing she didn’t have a choice, she made her way around the car and got in.

“Thank you so much,” she offered as she buckled in.  “Wow, this is a really nice car.”

“Thank you.  You lucked out. I’m normally using my Volvo... not as posh.”

“I like your Volvo.  Nicer than my car,” she said with a chuckle, and he gave a laugh as he backed out of his spot and eyed her ten-year-old Subaru.  It looked like it had seen better days.

“Is it going to be ok leaving it here?” he asked, and she snickered.

“I doubt anyone will try to steal it. Take thirty west. I’ll show you where to go,” she said, and he pulled onto the road.  At this time of night, it was veritably empty.  Not something he was used to living in the city.  

He hadn’t been in the area she was taking him to in years, maybe decades, which was strange.  A flood of emotions and memories came back as they passed old places he used to know, country roads he used to frequent.  This area had changed drastically from a sleepy suburban town surrounded by farms to newly built mini-mansions, condo-filled neighborhoods, and corporate campuses.  The once bustling mall of his youth had been turned into an open-air market of sorts surrounded by high-end apartments and the once popular drive-in, where Sawyer had many innocent, romantic moments, was now a big box store with a huge parking lot.  Close up it was unrecognizable, but he could still feel the place around him and remember those moments he spent there.

“I can’t believe how much this place is built up,” he said, still taken aback by what he was seeing.  “I haven’t been back here for years but it’s like a different place.”

“Yeah, it’s not like it used to be.  I remember hanging out at the mall after school or heading down to the plaza.  None of that’s there anymore.  It’s sad.  It’s like this place has no more social life, you know?” she said as she, too, watched her surroundings pass by.

“Yeah, I mean, this was no Philly, but things were hopping here when I was in school.  Now it looks like it’s all business.”

“It is,” she said, then gestured for him to turn at the traffic light.  “They put in those corporate offices like ten years ago and along with it came that bunch with their need for expensive apartments and enormous houses.  It’s like the main line ran out of room and expanded in our direction.”

“But the Main Line was never about corporate offices or expensive apartments,” Sawyer said, turning as she
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