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USA TODAY BESTSELLING Author, Lexy Timms, delivers a beautiful tale about a young man who finds love in the least expected place.

Bryan McBride is a disappointment to his parents. Doesn’t matter he’s a successful architect and that in his spare time he builds homes for the homeless. His tattoos disrespect his family name, his business partner is too blue collar, too surfer, and Bryan’s brother—who the family never talks about—died from a drug overdose.

Bryan’s passion for art is rekindled when Hailey Ryan comes into town to open a gallery. Without funds to pay for the construction of the gallery, Bryan offers to work in exchange for some of her artwork.

He’s caught off guard by the strong attraction he has to her. It’s the perfect distraction from the issues in his life he wants to avoid. Except secrets have a way of revealing themselves.

As they begin a passionate love affair, a secret Hailey is keeping threatens to ruin their relationship and possibly their lives.

Fans of Nicholas Sparks will love this sweet-with-heat love story EVERY TIME.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Prologue​


[image: ]


The brisk San Diego wind blanketed the city as I walked down the streets. May always ushered in the type of weather which was perfect for the city goers. Women walked out in flowing skirts, ruffled by the wind, so men could peek at their legs. Men’s heavy, tailored suits became polo shirts and khakis, making the men who still wore the suits look like sweating marionettes tied to the strings of their bosses. I kept it simply. I enjoyed the way the wind whipped through my hair. The way it seemed to draw the eyes of people passing by before they got a look at my tattoos.

Some people were drawn to the ink, while others mindlessly crossed to the other side of the road.

Reminded me of my parents, honestly.

I took in a deep whiff of the city as the salt water swirled around me. This was the thing about the California coast. The saltwater breeze would blow in for miles. It didn’t matter if I was digging my toes in the sand or cruising the streets of El Cajon, the sea breeze would follow my back and comfort me on my travels.

I crossed the road and headed into the local homeless shelter looking around. The eyes of women and children fell on me, their faces hovering over their paper plates. The smell of rice and beans wafted through my nostrils while a barber in the corner offered his temporary services during his lunch break. The tattoos cascading up his arms flexed with every snip of hair he made, and the moment his gaze caught mine, he gave me a friendly nod.

That was the thing about tattoos. They seemed to bind together others who had them too. An unspoken language, a connection without knowledge. An understanding of a road travelled without needing explanation. 

I blinked, refocusing on my task—searching for the man I’d seen the other day. He’d been on a corner a few days ago next to a pizzeria, begging for scraps. I’d taken him in and bought him an entire pie, thinking he would devour it before going and sleeping it off. But instead, he threw his arms around me and thanked me before running off. I wondered where he’d gone, wondered if he was coming back for the pizza I had purchased for him.

But he walked in with four kids surrounding him, and I watched as he divvied out the slices.

Out of the extra-large three meat pizza, he only ate half a slice and a couple of crusts.

I spotted him in the corner, cradling the four children he’d brought to the pizza shop. They were sleeping on him, empty plates surrounding them in the corner. His long arms were sprawled around them as a hat rested on top of his face, but I knew it was him. Those same scarred knuckles and those same ratty orange shoes.

I went over and tapped him on the shoulder, and it caused him to grunt.

“Just five more minutes and then I’ll get ‘em all outta here,” he said gruffly.

“Just want to talk for a second,” I said. “If you have the time?”

The children kept sleeping as I pulled the hat from his face. Even with the dirt on his skin and the overgrown beard that was matted to his cheeks, I recognized those eyes. Hazel. Dark. Eyes that had seen a great deal of pain over the course of his lifetime. I studied him, really studied him, and took in the protective way he cradled these four kids to him.

None of them looked like him at all, and it got me wondering. “They yours?” I asked as I sat down beside him.

“Might as well be,” he said.

“What makes you say that?”

“Ain’t got no parents. City doesn’t care ‘bout homeless kids.”

“So you take care of them,” I finished.

“I’m all they got.”

I knew then and there I had the right man. “I have an offer for you, if you’re willing to listen,” I said.

“What kinda offer?” he asked, his eyes guarding me suspiciously.

“An offer for work.”

The man looked at me warily as the kids shifted on him. They crawled up his body, clinging their arms around his neck as he hoisted them up. Like baby bears cuddling against their mother, their nails dug into his skin. They weren’t merely there for comfort. They were there because they were scared, because they knew they would be safe with him.

As he was gripping the children, I saw his jacket sleeve fall on his arm. Pockmarks riddled his forearms, boasting of a drug use that made me sigh. I wasn’t one to judge. I wasn’t even one to bring it up. I simply reached out my hand, brought it down onto his marked skin, and squeezed him tightly.

“Are you ready to work?” I asked.

His eyes followed down to my hand, realizing I was grasping his scars. He swallowed thickly, tears cresting his eyes as he kissed each of the children’s heads. It was less like a kiss and more like a sorrowful apology for stepping out into a place he never should’ve been. My heart swelled with pride at the sight of a man willing to admit his mistakes even when he had nothing to lose by committing them. “Whatever it is, I’m ready. I just don’t do no illegal stuff.”

A homeless man with morals. He was definitely the right guy.

“I know a foreman who works at various construction sites. Specializes in building small homes for people who could use ‘em. They’re setting up a new site in town, and we’re looking to hire someone else.”

“I’ll work for food. It ain’t nothin’,” he said.

“No. That’s one of my rules. We pay you in money.”

“What good’s money gonna do me?” he asked. “I ain’t got no place to put it.”

“We’ll figure all that out,” I said, waving my hand. “But I have another rule. You’ve got to work hard. You’ve got to show up on time and take care of yourself. It’s manual labor, and we don’t need you getting hurt.”

“What am I gonna do with my kids?” 

His kids. Like he had somehow given them life. Breath. Birthed them with women he loved. My mind swirled with things he would need, a bank account, an ID, tax forms we’d need to set up for him.

This was a good thing.

“We’ll find something,” I said. “They’ll be taken care of while you’re working.”

“I don’t know,” he said.

“And why’s that?”

His eyes flickered down to where I was holding onto his arm, and I knew what he was thinking. His trouble with drugs. He probably wouldn’t pass a drug test if I administered one. I could see the look of panic in his eyes being overshadowed by disappointment. The disappointment that one decision he made could now cost him the best thing that had ever been thrown his way.

“Here’s the deal,” I said. “The work is clearing out the site and learning the manual labor tactics that come with building a home. This foreman works with some talented men who’ve been crafting houses for years. They can teach you the ropes, and you can help clean off the site and get tools. You’ll be an intern, so to speak, a paid intern. But you have to pay attention, you have to learn, and you have to stay clean.”

“I can do that, sir,” he said.

“You don’t have to call me sir.” My father was sir, not me. “I won’t drug test you. But in exchange for that trust, you have to attend drug counseling sessions three times a week and never, ever show up under the influence. If you miss a meeting or if you show up high, that’s it.”

“Is the session something I can take my kids to?” he asked.

“I need you to trust that I’ll take care of them. I’ll make sure they’re safe while you’re doing this. I’ve done this before. I won’t screw you, or them or anybody over.  We’re both taking a leap of faith here. What do you say?”

He looked down at the kids in his lap, their small lips parted as they continued to snore. The barber was gone, and people were beginning to trickle back out onto the street. I wanted him to say yes. All it would take to change his life was for one word, three little letters, to fly from his lips.

“Would it help you to go see the site?” I asked.

“Yes, sir.”

I helped wake up the kids, and we walked to my car, piling them all in. They were all ecstatic like someone was taking them on their first vacation. They pressed their noses to the glass and watched the world roll by while the man sat in the front seat and smiled. I could tell he hadn’t heard their laughter in a long time, and I could’ve sworn I saw a tear run down his face.

I turned onto the construction site where the dirt had already been dug up to begin, and I parked my car before I turned toward the man.

“See that guy over there in the orange hat?” I asked.

“Yep.”

“That’s the foreman. He heads up this site. This place is going to be a little community of mobile homes. They’re setting up everything: plumbing, electric, water filtration. All of it. From the ground up. It will be a project that’ll dedicate you to work for a few months, possibly a year, depending on how many the foreman wants to build.”

“A year’s worth of work?” the man asked.

“Potentially. Come on. I’ll introduce you to him.”

Everyone piled out of the car, and the kids stuck close to him. The sights and sounds were all foreign to them, and I could tell they were all nervous. The man was putting up a good front, rolling his shoulders back and trying to present himself well. But I could tell by the way he clutched the kids around him that he was just as nervous as they were.

“Foreman Duke!” I called, trying to sound professional.

“Bryan! I was wonderin’ when you’d be by. And who do we have here?” 

“Daniel, sir. Daniel Lockley. And these are my kids, Paley, Desiree, Michael, and DeShawn.”

“Nice to meet everyone. So, I take it Bryan’s given you the rundown of what’s happening here?” Duke smiled and ruffled Deiree’s hair. She giggled in reply.

“A bit,” Daniel said.

“Well, right now we need help cleaning up around the site. Shovelin’ the random dirt piles, smoothing everything down. Eventually, we’ll need help with painting the walls of the mobile homes and installing basic fixtures. We’ll teach you things too, like how foundations are laid, how to properly measure and put down carpet, and how to hook up plumbing. Things like that.”

“I’m up for anything, sir. I’m just incredibly thankful for the opportunity.” 

“Bryan always makes sure to bring me hard workers. You a hard worker, Daniel?”

“The hardest. Before my life took a turn, I was a landscaper,” he said.

“No shit?”

I silently scolded Duke for his language as the children’s eyes widened at him

“I mean, that’s good. Maybe those skills will come in handy around here.”

“Can I ask what’s gonna happen with my kids while I’m workin’?” he asked.

“See that colorful building across the way there?”

Daniel turned to look at other children running around the fenced-in building.

“Yeah.”

“That’s where they’ll be.”

“Is it possible for them to take the payment outta my paychecks?” he asked. “I wanna make sure they get paid for their time.”

Duke shot me a look of approval as a small smile crossed my face. “We have an arrangement with ‘em. Don’t worry about that. You drop them off there in the mornings, come over here to work, and then go get ‘em when you’re done. They’ll be fed and playin’ with other children the whole day.”

If I wasn’t sure about the tear in the car, I was definitely sure about the tear cascading down his cheek now.

“Food and friends?” he whispered.

“Food and friends,” I repeated. “That place stays open until seven, so on the days you go to your sessions, you can clock out around four thirty and go before you pick them up.”

“Seven ...” Daniel trailed off.

“I told you they’d be taken care of,” I said.

“When can ya start?” Duke asked.

“Now. Or, er, whenever you need me,” Daniel said.

“Good. Follow me and let’s go get ya set up. Bryan here’ll run the kids across the street.”

Daniel hesitantly went off with Duke to get set up as I crouched down to the level of the kids. Their eyes were trailing behind Daniel, wondering where he was going and when he was coming back. I could see the fear in their eyes. The way their bodies were starting to tremble.

So, I took each of their hands in mine and held them until their attention turned to me.

“You guys hungry?” I asked.

They slowly nodded as I smiled.

“You guys want a shower and some clean clothes?”

That question earned me a vigorous nod from all of them.

“Well, there’s a place across the street that has all of those things. Clean clothes, toys to play with, and other kids to meet. Food as often as you want and juices for you to drink. Would you like to go see? Daniel’s going to come and get you when he finishes work.”

The smiles that crossed their faces warmed my heart.

By the time I got across the street, the kids practically took off running. A woman was at the gate to greet us and wrapped her arms around all the kids. I waved to her, silently thanking her for her donation to the project as she smiled back, and by the time I got back to the site, Daniel was already picking up stray materials on the ground that needed to be moved.

“You know, Bryan, the last guy you brought to one of these sites stole some very expensive supplies,” Duke said quietly.

“I know.”

“Just took off with ‘em. Left us high and dry.”

“I hear you, Duke.” 

“You think this is still a smart thing to do?” he asked.

“In all the years I’ve been doing this with the company, how many have turned out like him?” I asked.

“Two,” he said, sighing.

“I can’t let two people who took advantage of our kindness ruin something we’ve been doing for years.” 

“Whatever you say, boss,” he said, grinning.

“I pay the bills around here, and the good we do completely outweighs the couple of bad things that had gone wrong on sites. The company has always had the funds to foot the losses. I manipulated our financials so we would. Nothing’s changing.”

“You know this kind of shit would give you some wonderful PR. The owner of one of the fastest-growing construction companies hiring a homeless person to work on each project? The public would eat that shit up, Bryan.”

“This is about helping people, Duke. Not about PR. These guys, they just need help. They need someone to throw them something. They need someone to understand their scenario and give them ways to help themselves. That’s all,” I said.

“I gotta ask,” Duke said as he straightened his hard hat. “This was something you did from the very beginning. Even when you didn’t have the funds to suction up the losses. Why?”

My heart stopped beating for just a split second. I closed my eyes and allowed the ocean breeze to whisk me away to a different time. A time when John and I ran around in the front yard and batted each other with foam swords. A time when frolicking in the ocean meant family vacations and fish fries. A time when grilling out was a family affair and thunderstorms scared the shit out of my brother and punishments were taken in stride in order to make memories that still kept me afloat.

Still kept me breathing despite everything that had been ripped from me.

“You still here, Bryan?” he asked.

“I have a better question,” I said as I watched Daniel work. “How do you think he’s gonna feel?”

“Who?” Duke asked.

“Daniel. How do you think he’s gonna feel?” I asked.

“About workin’?”

“Nope.”

“About providin’ for those four kids of his?”

“Nope,” I said, grinning.

“You mean—oh,” Duke said, smirking. “I have to say, that’s always my favorite part.”

“Mine, too,” I said as Daniel threw hunks of rock and metal into a wheelbarrow.

“You know what I think?” I asked.

“What?”

“I think he’s gonna hold his kids and cry when he finds out one of these mobile homes is his.”

“Bryan” Duke said as he turned to me with a grin, “I think you might just be right. Shit, I know you are.”
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The chilly sea air blanketed San Diego as everyone gathered in the bar. Aunts and uncles filtered in. Cousins with their spouses and children waved as they walked in. Laughter filled the room as I stood behind the bar, helping dole out beers in order to preoccupy my mind. Drew was there, sharing in a beer with me, and people we’d befriended throughout the building of our company showed up to pay their respects. The bar was only serving three drinks tonight, an IPA, Guinness stouts, and rum and cokes.

All three were favorites of John’s, and all three of them would be served in his honor.

I looked around the bar and saw everyone chatting. I caught bits and pieces of stories as people came and went from the bar. Some were reminiscing about how John was like a brother to them. Others were reminiscing about the trouble we used to get into. Some were talking about how tragic it was that he passed at such a young age, and some were even talking about how they wished he was still alive.

But the two people who should’ve been here weren’t.

“Bryan! Come over here with one of those rum and cokes, would ya?”

My uncle called me over as he bellowed across the crowd. I made him a drink and slipped out from behind the bar, allowing another bartender to swoop in and take my place. I wasn’t supposed to be serving drinks anyway, but it got my mind off the speech I was supposed to make.

It got my mind off the fact that my parents weren’t here.

“Do you remember that time John tried to jump from our roof into the pool?” he asked as I handed him his drink.

“I do. It required a hospital trip, two surgeries, and a whole lot of bellyachin’ from Mom for months,” I said.

“Busted his leg up and his tailbone,” my uncle said.

“Wait, what?” Drew asked. “I don’t think I’ve heard this story.”

“I haven’t told you this? Seriously? It’s my favorite. All right. We were sent to my uncle’s because Dad was sick. Mom didn’t want us catching anything, so she shipped us off,” I said.

“It was our job to fill ‘em with candy before we shipped ‘em back,” my uncle said, smiling.

“And that’s exactly what they did. Except sugar made John bounce off the wall,” I said. “I went outside to swim, and John said he was going to join me, but what I didn’t realize was how he would be joining me.”

“Are you serious?” Drew asked, chuckling.

“Yep. I looked up from the diving board, and he was on the roof. I couldn’t even shout to stop before he jumped, and I knew the moment his feet left the roof, he wasn’t going to make it.”

“The scream that peeled from his lips scared the shit outta my wife,” my uncle said. “All I heard was his scream, a splash, and then my wife was hollerin’ for me.”

“Did he even get to the pool?” Drew asked.

“Yeah. After bouncing twice on the concrete,” I said, smiling.

“Oh, what about the time you and John snuck out in the middle of the night to come meet us,” my cousin said as she walked up. “Did your parents ever find out about that?”

“Fuck no, thank the heavens. They would’ve torn our tails up, and we would’ve never left the house,” I said.

“Is that the story where the two of you snuck out, went joyriding, and you learned how to change a flat tire at three in the morning?” Drew asked.

“Nope. This is the story where we snuck out, went to a party, drank alcohol for the first time, and hid our vomit in containers underneath our bed until we could flush it down the toilet.”

“You did what?” Drew exclaimed.

“Yep. It doesn’t take much to get a teenage boy drunk, and we were so sick from the liquor we’d mixed that both of us tried to cover up what we’d done by throwing up into trash cans and hiding them underneath our beds.”

“How did your mother not smell that?” my uncle asked.

“She raised two boys. Nothing phased her,” I said.

I noticed the roar of the crowd was slowly dying down. The laughter and reminiscing came to a dull pause, and that’s when I looked at my watch. It was approaching nine thirty-six in the evening, the exact time my parents and I had gotten the phone call that John had overdosed.

I slowly made my way up to the podium, trying my best not to make a sound as everyone held their breath while the minute passed by.

It felt like an eternity, like I was swimming in a pool full of gelatin. The eerie silence descended all across the bar. Even the children knew there was something going on. The crickets were chirping outside, and the wind was lightly howling by the windows. Besides a sniffle or two rising from the crowd, there wasn’t a human sound to be heard.

The bar was silent until nine forty. Then, I pulled the microphone from the stand and held it up to my lips.

“John’s life might have ended in tragedy, but there was a great deal of joy to be remembered in his life,” I began. “I want to thank you all for coming. For four years we’ve gathered in this bar on this night and remembered the life of my brother. We’ve reminisced, enjoyed the adult beverages he favored during his short lifetime, and enjoyed the finger foods he loved as a teenager. We come together to reminisce about the good instead of choosing to focus on the last couple of hours of his life.”

I looked down at the Guinness I was holding in my hand as a memory wafted through my mind. A memory of the first time John had ever forced me to drink one of these things. It looked like he was drinking sludge, and I wanted nothing to do with it, but he told me he’d order me a full one to down if I didn’t take at least one sip.

I ended up finishing his, and he had to order another one that night.

“My favorite memory of John is a simple one,” I said as I raised my head. “It’s the first time I ever had one of these with him.”

I raised my Guinness to the crowd, and they all chuckled. I told this story every year when we all gathered. But the crowd seemed to humor me in listening to it just one more time.

One more time, just for me, so I could take a little more time to process my brother being dead.

“He dragged me out to this bar to boast about this girl he was dating. ‘She’s the one,’ he told me. ‘She’s beautiful,’ he told me. ‘Ebony skin like this beautiful drink,’ he said to me. He threw it back while I sipped on my water, designating myself as the sober driver for the night. But he insisted I take a sip to toast the new love of his life. I can still remember the smile on his face. The way his eyes twinkled as he talked about her. Even now, I can’t remember a single thing he said about her, other than complimenting the beauty of her skin tone. But I do remember him threatening to make me down a whole one if I didn’t at least try the beer.”

I took a long pull of the Guinness in my hand as a small chuckle ricocheted through the crowd.

“To this day, it’s the best beer I could order,” I said. “But it’s gotta be cold.”

“Ice cold,” the crowd said.

I smiled out at them as my shoulders shook with my laughter. I’d told this story way too many times, and I loved them all the more for allowing me to tell it just one more time.

For John.

I held my Guinness high in the air and everyone else followed suit. I scanned the crowd, taking in all the wet eyes and shaking chests as they all tried to keep their emotions at bay. Yes, this was a celebration of life, but it was a celebration for a man who was missed wholly and completely by a crowd of people that would’ve given anything to the devil himself to have one more day with him.

But as my eyes passed over the bar, I saw someone I didn’t recognize.

A woman, her hair short and dyed purple, holding up an IPA with a small smile on her face. It almost seemed like she was toasting with us, though her elbow was resting on the bar. It didn’t shock me that someone was there I didn’t recognize. It wasn’t like I’d rented out the bar for the night or anything. It just struck me as incredibly respectful that a person who didn’t know John would collide with a grieving crowd of people to toast to a person she didn’t even know.

I gave her a small smile before I continued on with my toast.

“To a man who left more influence behind in his pinky than we’ll ever reach in our lives. May John continue to rest in peace, free from the demons that grabbed hold just a bit too tight. We love you, brother, and you’re sorely missed.”

“Here, here,” the crowd said.

I threw back the last of my beer before I holstered the microphone. I backed up into the darkness of the stage, scanning the crowd to try and find my parents. I hoped with all my soul they would show up, put aside their hatred and disgust for the situation and just show up for the memorial of their son.

But I didn’t see either of them, and it sent my vision spiraling into a fit of red.

I stepped off the stage and made my way toward the bar. I wanted to thank the strange woman for toasting to my brother and maybe talk with her a bit about the man she had toasted. But when I got to the bar she was gone, save for the empty IPA bottle sitting where her elbow had been.

“Want another one?” the bartender asked.

“Actually, give me a rum and coke real quick,” I said.

One rum and coke turned into three, and pretty soon, I was ordered an Uber to come pick me up. I had no business driving anywhere right now, and there were two people I needed to have a very stern conversation with.

It was time all this bullshit ended.

The Uber pulled up to my parents’ place, and I waved the guy off. I wobbled up to the front door and took a deep breath, and then I began knocking furiously until someone answered. My father whipped the door open and looked at me, his nose slightly crinkled as if some dirty, stray dog had just run up onto his pristine porch. His eyes took on the tattoos I hadn’t covered for the memorial gathering, and I pushed by him when he didn’t step over to let me in.

“Where the hell were you two?” I asked.

“Home. You smell like a bar. You good, son?” my father asked.

“Don’t play coy with me. You knew what tonight was,” I said.

“We know what tonight is every year, sweetheart,” my mother said as she came around the corner.

“Then why in the world weren’t you there? It’s your son we’re celebrating, for crying out loud,” I said.

“And why would you be celebrating him? He died a junkie, Bryan. You don’t celebrate the life of a junkie.”

The cool way my mother said that boiled my blood. How in the world could a mother cast out her son like that? How could a mother not grieve over the loss of her own fucking child?

“Besides, I had the boys over for some cards. Couldn’t cancel on them, could I?” my father asked.

“You couldn’t cancel your card game to come to the memorial service of your dead son? Do the two of you even care that he’s gone?”

“Don’t you dare say those words to me,” my mother said. “You have no idea what we’ve gone through.”

“Not much, by the looks of things. You cleared out his room and threw out all his stuff. You don’t come to the memorial services. Hell, you weren’t even there when we put him in the ground.”

“It’s not our fault John wasted his life away and died a junkie,” my father said.

“And that somehow excuses you from not burying him?” I asked.

“Funny. I thought we were talking about the memorial service,” my mother said.

“No. Right now we’re talking about how selfish and psychopathic my parents are to not even grieve over their damn son.”

I felt a sharp crack against my cheek as my mother’s panting rang heavily in my ears. I swallowed hard, turning my head back to meet her fiery gaze. Her eyes were wide, brown like John’s, and swimming with emotions I couldn’t pinpoint in my drunken state. My father stood behind her, his hands on her shoulders, staring at me with the almost-black eyes that looked back at me every single morning.

“It makes the family look bad, and you know it,” my father said. “Having a son that dabbled in what he did—”

“John was clean and you know it,” I said.

“Not clean enough to keep it from killing him,” my mother hissed.

“Can you not set aside your reputation just once to come memorialize your son? Believe it or not, there was more to him than his heroin addiction. There was laughter and goodness and memories and friends. People he touched. People he saved. People he counseled. People he loved and wanted to start a family with.”

“The only thing your brother loved was that needle in his arm,” my mother said.

“Shut up,” I said, growling.

“The only thing your brother loved was seeking out his next high,” my father said.

“There was more to him than that. I was there. I witnessed it.”

“I will not spend my days hyping up the life of a junkie,” my mother shrieked.

“Then you will never be the parents you think you are, so stop fucking acting like it.”

Before they could respond, I stormed out of the house. I was shaking as the door slammed behind me. I couldn’t believe them. The words that had spilled from their lips. I ripped my phone out of my pocket and called for another Uber, putting in a note that I’d tip double for someone to get here quick. I didn’t want to stay here another second.

As far as I was concerned, they were dead to me, too.

The car pulled up into the driveway when I heard the front door open. I climbed into the car as my father shouted at me, chastised me for disrespecting them in their home, and yelled to never come back unless it was to apologize. I had no intentions of apologizing to them after all they’d done and after the way they’d treated my brother’s death, acting like it was just some inconvenience to their image.

I heard my father screaming all the way down the driveway, his voice finally fading away as we pulled out onto the road.

When I got home, I pulled out a wad of cash and shoved it into the driver’s hand. I stumbled up to my porch and got myself up to bed, not bothering to lock the door behind me. I fell into bed, my body heavy with alcohol and sorrow as silent tears poured onto my pillow.

I missed my brother more than I could stand, and I wished my parents were simply better people.

I kicked my shoes off and slid underneath the covers, happy to sleep this alcohol off. I closed my eyes and allowed my breathing to even out, whisking my body away to another world where John was still alive and holding hands with an ebony-skinned beauty he simply couldn’t rip his eyes from.

But during the dream, a woman was holding my hand, too, a woman with purple hair and an IPA bottle at her lips. She donned that same respectful smile as my thumb traced faceless images on top of her creamy white skin.

The ebony beauty might’ve been faceless in my dreams, but this woman was everything but.

​
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Hailey

“These areas really are up and coming. The buildings have already been outfitted with electric and plumbing, so you could move right in and get to work.”

The commercial real estate agent driving the car was talking my ear off. We were driving through upscale parts of San Diego trying to find a place where I could settle my art gallery. The buildings were beautiful white stucco with swirls and shapes. Some were painted fun, bright colors. Some were black and silver and outfitted with chrome accents. Anything to bring something hip and new to the area.

It was all beautiful, and that was the problem.

I didn’t like the vibe of the places we were visiting. It wasn’t that I had anything against being upscale. It’s just that upscale was already labeled as beautiful. There wasn’t anything I could add to the area, nothing my art would bring that was different. I wanted my art to inspire and bring beauty to the darkness.

The darkness had already been eliminated by the outsides of these beautiful little shops, which meant my art couldn’t contribute anything.

“So, what do you think? Any of these areas strike your fancy?” she asked.

“Honestly? Not really. Is there an area that’s a bit darker?” I asked.

“Darker?”

“Well, maybe not darker. But not so upscale?”

“These types of places are where you’ll gain the best foot traffic. You’re opening an art gallery, correct?” she asked.

“I am.”

“You want your pieces to sell, right? So you can pay your rent?”

I shot her a wary glance as she continued to drive me through areas I didn’t want to be in. I knew she was trying to sell me on a more expensive building, so she could get a nice cut for herself, but the only thing about to be cut was her because I was about to cut her loose.

“My art will sell anywhere. That’s the beauty of it, but I can’t bring beauty to a place that’s already beautiful.”

“Ah, you want to be the center of the beauty, not merely enhance it,” the agent said, grinning.

“No. I want to introduce beauty to a place that isn’t always labeled beautiful,” I said.

“Like the ugly duckling at the prom who takes off her glasses and woos the captain of the football team?”

“What?” I asked.

“Never mind. Let me show you one more area. I promise you’ll adore it. It’s super quaint and your artwork would do well there.”

“You’ve never seen my artwork,” I said.

“Oh, well. I’m sure it’ll be fine. Come on. I’ll show you.”

I could tell the agent was annoyed with me, and honestly, I was getting annoyed with her. Part of me felt bad because I couldn’t express what I wanted clearly enough, but it was important that I find the right place. I watched out the window, seeing the whole of San Diego pass by as we got onto the highway.

At least she was taking me to another area of the city this time.

This gallery was a lifelong dream of mine, something I’d saved up for over the years, but it wasn’t just a gallery. I wanted to help the community with it and to breathe life back into a part of the world that had been abandoned by the landscaping beauty we thrust upon other neighborhoods, like the one we were driving away from. I wanted to draw people into my shop for classes and get-togethers to paint and find therapy for their soul. I wanted to reopen that part of myself again and allow people whose beauty didn’t have a chance to add to the world to finally be heard.

Be seen.

Be appreciated.

“Expressing the soul is important when nurturing the body,” I said. “My parents didn’t believe any of that, though. They thought a practical career would be better for me if I wasn’t going to marry right out of high school.”

“Oh, honey. I could not have handled that,” the agent said as we exited the highway. “Career-oriented all the way.”

“See? So, you get it. My parents wanted me to go to med school. Well, my father did. He was a pediatrician, an excellent one. My mother, however, kept trying to set me up with all the boys in her infamous circle.”

“Yikes. No thanks,” the agent said. “If my mother chose the men I dated, I’d be married to some overly sensitive soul who poured out his emotions into music or something like that.”

“See, that sounds like a wonderful man to me,” I said, smiling.

“Your parents helping you with this endeavor?” she asked.

“Nope. I haven’t talked to them since I dropped out of the pre-med program I was in. I took some art classes at the college behind their backs, and when they found out, they forbade me to take them. Said they wouldn’t pay for my education if I didn’t stop. So, I told them they wouldn’t have to pay for an education period and dropped out.”

“I like your style,” the agent said. “That’s shit they haven’t talked to you, though.”

“It is what it is. I’m chasing a dream that makes me happy.”

“Speaking of dreams, we’re here,” she exclaimed.

I took a look at all the shops lined up in a row. All the same cookie-cutter designs, with brightly-painted doors and intricate designs fused into the building. They looked exactly like the rest of the building we’d come from, except these were a tad bit smaller.

Apparently, this real estate agent had no idea what I was looking for.

“These little shops would be perfect for your gallery. They aren’t very wide buildings, but they extend back. You could line the walls going back with your artwork and then maybe have a little concession table—”

“No. None of these will work,” I said.

“Are you sure you don’t want to go inside and take a peek?”

“No. They won’t work,” I said.

I heard the agent huff in frustration as she whipped the car around in the middle of the small street. Parents yelled at her as they clung to their kids, and I waved my hand and tried to apologize. This was going nowhere quickly, and all I wanted to do was go home and try again.

With a different agent this time.

We crept along the narrow street and slammed on our brakes as a man ran across the road. He was chasing after a ball his son had thrown out into the road, and I couldn’t help fixating on his arm. It was sleeved with a bunch of colorful tattoos, and I noticed the agent gawking at his arm just like I was.

“I love me a nice tattoo,” she said.

“I do, too. I love the idea of tattoos as art. I’ve seen online where some people take infamous paintings and have brilliant tattoo artists do renditions of it on their skin. Someone online posted a picture of Van Gogh’s Starry Night that has been tattooed on their back. The entire thing! Can you believe it?”

“I’m a simple gal,” the agent said. “Give me a nice black-outlined skull-and-crossbones. Maybe a tribal tattoo right in the dip of the bicep. Oh baby, come to mama.”

I giggled at her as we continued down the road. I envied people who could settle on a tattoo to get. Over the years, I’d had over twenty different colors of hair, all ranging between different styles and lengths. I couldn’t keep a specific hair color for more than a couple of months. How in the world would I settle on one tattoo I’d keep the same for the rest of my life?

So, I stuck to admiring the tattoos of others.

We stopped at a few more places the agent tried to sell me on, and I’d finally given up. I told her to take me back, and we’d try this again some other time. She was secretly irate, angry that I’d kept her out all afternoon without so much as going into a building so she could try to secure a sale. But I wasn’t joking about this purchase. I’d dreamed about this for too long to settle because someone was upset with me for being too much of an inconvenience.

I was used to being an inconvenience, so the joke was on them.

But, as we drove through a silent part of town that barely skirted the ocean, I spotted something that drew my eye. It was an old run-down shop. It had massive windows in the front, peering into an expansive area that was covered with dust and cobwebs. I reached over and squeezed my agent’s arm, telling her to pull over so I could take a look at it.

The look she gave me was nothing short of horror, but all I did was take the wheel myself and pull the car over.

The place didn’t even look like it was for sale but more like it was abandoned. It had an awning jutting out from the side like a gas station might have, except it didn’t have any gas pumps. There were two garage doors that closed off one side of the building, a front door that swung open and dumped into what looked to be a nineteen-hundred-square-foot open building, and there was even a small door off to the side that housed a toilet and a sink.

It didn’t have any running water, but I fell in love with it the moment I made it to the center of the room.

“All right, thanks,” my agent murmured.

“I want it,” I said.

“Well, I’m glad you asked all the pertinent questions,” she said sarcastically. “The place is for sale and for a very cheap price, mostly because the owner wants it off his plate. The taxes are eating him alive. But I need to warn you, most businesses in this area, minus that diner across the way, have gone out of business within the first year.”

“I love the retro diner across the road,” I said, smiling.

“The owner’s only asking for nineteen thousand, but it’ll take triple that to get it up and running, especially with the city building codes being updated so recently,” she said.

“Well, my budget was seventy thousand if I was buying, so I’m still in budget,” I said.

“The area’s run-down. You’re not going to get a lot of foot traffic here.”

“And that’s where we disagree,” I said.

“No. Really. No one comes to this end of town to do anything recreational. They all just drive by.”

“But people do drive by, and that’s the point. I could get them to stop,” I said, grinning. “This is the beauty within the darkness.”

“You are an odd one, aren’t you?”

I was no longer paying attention to my agent. I was slowly walking around and envisioning what the place would look like once I was done. I’d set up the checkout station in the back. I didn’t want people coming in and thinking they had to automatically purchase something. I wanted them to come in and enjoy the beauty of the place and then buy something if they felt compelled to.

The space was large enough to host parties. Painting parties for people who simply needed to release their inner artist. Kids could rent the space for birthdays and adults rehabilitating themselves and seeking something different could come in and paint. I could sell canvases and brushes and colors for cheap. I could make art accessible to the masses again.

I could open my heart to rehabilitating people who needed it, people who craved an outlet other than the demons they were struggling with.

I saw the onyx floor and the cream-colored walls. I saw the paintings hanging with their names alongside them. I saw the little shop in the corner, easily blocked off when a gallery was going on. I saw the folding tables and chairs I could stash away that I’d use for the classes and parties.

I saw everything I’d ever worked for come alive underneath all the dust and cobwebs that floated around my head. I saw a way to pay back those I owed, those whose souls were poured out into their art.

I had finally found a way to keep their spirits alive, a place for them to rest and bring beauty to a world they tried so hard to love.

“I’ll take it,” I said, whispering.

“Then I’ll have the paperwork drawn up and brought to us,” my agent said.

I could hear the relief in her voice as she dialed a number on her phone, but I felt the relief in my bones as I closed my eyes and allowed the salted ocean water wind to blow through the broken windows.

I found it, you guys. I finally found it.
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Bryan

I threw back another shot of whiskey as I growled at the burn. The amber liquid swirled down into my stomach, tainting my vision as my bones went lax against the bar. I dreamed about my brother all night last night. I saw his smile and felt his hugs. I remembered our trips to the beach and how he loved body-surfing back into the shore. I dreamed about us running along the beach as adults, keeping our bodies in shape as we laughed about all the shit we had to do in the coming days. I dreamed about what it would’ve been like to have him own the company alongside Drew and me.

I owed my entire recuperation to Drew. That man pulled me from the brink of insanity when I lost my brother. He was there the night my parents called me, the night the hospital contacted them and told them he’d overdosed. Drew sped through red lights and outran a police car to get me to the hospital before he later had to pull me away from my brother’s dead body. I had thrown myself at him. Picked him up from underneath the white sheet and held his limp body close to mine. I could still remember how pale his skin was and how he had already begun to turn gray as his eyes stared blankly up at the ceiling.

Drew had run into the room and peeled me from his body.

Drew had
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