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To Ryan, my favorite brother,

for your unwavering and constant support

And for teaching me at a young age to have an undefeated mindset

after beating me in every game we ever played because you declared it to be so.


Chapter 1




He hadn’t expected to make it to today alive.

The chain link gate clanked shut behind Xander Reinerman with noisy theatrics, announcing his separation from the barbed-wire capped walls of purgatory. His breath came in ragged bursts as his stomach burned. He clamped his eyes shut. Having stared at white-washed walls for five years, the vibrant colors were too much to take in.

The morning breeze held no trace of the stale body odor or human waste that stained the air of the prison’s interior. His lungs couldn’t drag in enough sweet-tasting oxygen. Occasional shouts from the inmates in the yard mingled with the birdsong from the surrounding pines.

For once, yellow sunlight bathed his world with possibility. No sterile white fluorescents hummed a never-ending song in his cell. No abrasive metal clanged as a way to pass the hours. The near quiet was unnerving.

Perspiration moistened his palms. He tugged at his expensive charcoal suit which hung on him more than it had when he’d surrendered it at the beginning of his prison term. But that didn’t matter because it slid across his skin like silk compared to the state-issued sandpaper uniform he’d become accustomed to.

So this is what it felt like to be free again.

A quick glance around the parking lot dissolved his elation. The lot stood empty where his parents should have been waiting in their car. Their absence plunged a knife into his tentative hope for their acceptance. Years of trying to convince himself it didn’t matter if they showed or not begged him to shrug it off as their loss, but the bite of their rejection drew blood. 

His parents patented the no-apologies, sweep-hard-feelings-under-the-rug tactic. They clearly weren’t sweeping his imprisonment under a rug of any size. It’d been five years of no contact. Family was everything. He had to have them back in his life. The familiar surge of anxiety stole into his chest but didn’t overwhelm him. This time, the sweet adrenaline of freedom won out.

Relief relaxed his muscles. In the last few years of intimately knowing Lady A (anxiety sounded too nebulous considering how familiar he was with it), this was the first time she’d granted him a reprieve from her usual tantrum. Perhaps the difference was this situation wasn’t life or death as it had been on the inside.

Or was it life and death?

The stark reality of his situation was that he had no concrete backup plan for restarting his life if his family didn’t show. When his sentence started, all his friends had faded into the silence. It turned out that the whole prison vibe was a friendship buzz kill, as was the rotten taint of scandal and felonies that were attached to his name with super-duty adhesive. He shoved the thoughts aside.

He just needed to get into civilization again.

At the edge of the parking lot, a narrow road led only one direction. A grizzled tree whose roots created natural speed bumps on the blacktop bore countless deep notches in its trunk, bearing witness to the many others that had taken this walk before him, loosed to try their hand at surviving the outside once more. He added his slash to the number with a sharp rock, grateful to be defacing nature instead of concrete, metal, or paper.

Signposts standing tall at the T-junction of a four-lane road offered Denver to the east or Rockies wilderness to the west. He longed to catch a bus to a random destination and see what had become of the country while he was put on a shelf. Unfortunately, the meager savings left in his bank account provided no leeway, in that regard. 

Denver, it was.

The sign indicated eighty-four miles to Colorado’s capital. At a minimum of seventeen minutes per mile, he’d be walking for twenty-four hours.

The sooner he set foot in Denver, the faster he could start his life over and maybe find the lunatic who’d set him up for the crimes for which he’d finished paying. He’d mulled over who hated him enough to destroy his career by pinning illegal steroid use and sales to minors on him. The coaching world at the University of Colorado was competitive, but it had never been cutthroat.

Until his name showed up on the short list for the assistant coaches for the US Men’s National Soccer Team.

Then suddenly, he was being publicly arrested at work and paraded through the campus in a squad car like public enemy number one for crimes he didn’t commit.

He sighed.

Despite his nagging pride, hitchhiking seemed to be the best option. Although his muscle tone had never been better, his wilderness survival skills needed a tune-up since he’d left Boy Scouts twenty years ago. Tossing his suit coat over his shoulder, he rolled up one shirt sleeve and then the other, attempting the stranded businessman look. As a car approached, he shoved aside his reluctance and stuck out his thumb. Switching lanes, the car sailed past him. So did the next couple hundred. He plodded on in the summer heat for over two hours before an old Ford pickup stopped in front of him.

A silver-haired man with a bushy beard nodded toward the passenger side. “Hop on in. Name’s Ed.” He looked normal enough.

“Alexander,” Xander said, ducking in. His shirt clung to his sweaty back. He laid his coat across his lap and latched his seat belt, his fingers lingering on the texture of the fabric.

“Where ya headed?” Ed yanked the stick into gear.

“As close to Denver as you’re going.”

“Help yourself.” Ed pointed to the unopened water bottles sitting on the floorboard. “This your first day out?”

Tension stiffened Xander’s shoulders. His life was none of Ed’s business, but the sharp retort stuck in his throat and clung to an erupting flame inside him. He freed a water bottle from the plastic, twisted it open, and downed half in two swallows. The water tasted like mountain air and springtime, unleashing a cool thread of happiness through his veins. The rest of the water disappeared in seconds.

Xander eyed the empty plastic. “Is it that obvious?”

“Naw.” Ed shot him a tobacco-stained grin as he merged on to the road. “I drive this road every day. I know what to look for. Not too many men go hikin’ alongside this highway in a suit on a warm June day. Heck, even the religious ones wear short-sleeved, collared shirts.” Ed snorted and leaned over to spit tobacco juice into a red plastic cup in the console.

As the mile markers flew by, the conversation lapsed in favor of feeling the wind from the open windows on his skin and listening to its roar. Crooning melodies playing on the truck’s after-market radio reminded him how much life had passed him by.

Ed broke the silence again. “If you don’t mind me askin’, how long were you in solitary?”

Xander flexed his foot and drew in a steady breath, not sparing a glance in the driver’s direction. Didn’t he know what being nosy could result in? “I’m naturally quiet.”

Ed let out a guffaw and slapped the steering wheel. “You got your head hanging out the window like my old coon dog. Like a man starved of seein’ the light of day. Your fingers haven’t stopped runnin’ over every surface within reach. I served two tours in ‘Nam. I know all too well what prison does to a man.” He jerked his thumb toward the veteran’s cap stuffed between the back window and the top of the seat. POW pins decorated both sides. “I also know how solitary eats at your soul. Your eyes more than give you away.”

Were they dead? Lifeless? Angry? Revealing his mental flirtations with insanity? For a moment, Xander held Ed’s steely blue gaze, daring him to see what he wouldn’t share. “Thank you for your service to our country.”

Ed smirked and pointed to a green sign. “I’m goin’ as far as Saxon Mountain. Got a log cabin that sits alongside my favorite fishin’ hole. Best place in the world to get away from life’s troubles for a few days. As for you, ten dollars oughtta get you a ticket on the bus to Denver.”

Throwing on his blinker, Ed guided the truck onto the exit ramp. “If you don’t got ten dollars, I imagine there’ll be a trucker that’ll take you the rest of the way. People here are friendly enough. Better than in the city where you’ll barely get a second glance. Don’t ask the tourists. They call the cops about that kind of thing.” He maneuvered into a fueling station that accommodated both semi-trucks and cars and pulled to a stop in an open parking space.

How was Xander supposed to know the difference between locals and tourists?

“I appreciate your kindness. Thank you for picking me up. I’m really grateful.” Xander unbuckled his seatbelt and opened the door. He faced Ed before exiting. “I was in and out of solitary every couple of weeks for three years until the law changed.”

Ed jerked his chin upward. “You’ll find your way back. The body has a way of rightin’ itself after a while, but the mind takes lots of patience. Ask for help if you need it.” He tapped his chest. “Some wounds can’t be healed by anyone but the good Lord.”

Offering a small smile, Xander pushed the rest of the way out and closed the door behind him.

“Here. Take one for the road.” Ed tossed a water bottle out the window.

Xander ducked his head to see in the window and held up the bottle. “Happy fishing.”

Ed saluted and drove away, leaving Xander in a sea of human activity. He swallowed hard. Surely they could see he was a criminal. Kids skipped across the pavement as doors slammed closed. A motorcycle’s shotgun backfire slammed his heart in his chest and frayed his nerves. Maybe he wasn’t ready for life in Denver. Maybe somewhere with a slower pace would ease him into the masses.

Thirty minutes and an embarrassing number of refusals later, Xander bumped alongside Tucker the trucker headed for West Pleasant View, about twenty-five miles west of downtown Denver. He’d take what he could get. Tucker didn’t seem to mind the silence between them. If ever a job required an introverted personality, driving the concrete slab ruled them all. Life alone on the road sounded like its own kind of prison.

Tucker lowered the radio’s volume and tugged at his mesh Bronco’s cap. “I have to make a stop in Golden before I drop you off in West Pleasant View.”

“How far apart are they?”

“Oh, I’d say about three, four miles at most.”

“I’ll get out in Golden then. Don’t worry about West Pleasant View.”

Tucker cocked his head. “You sure? I don’t mind.”

“I’m sure.”

“There’s an awesome bakery in Golden called Mother Hen. The doll-face that runs it, Miss Lucy, is the sweetest lady you’ll ever meet. You ask for two muffins, and she’ll pop in a third for the road. I always get the same thing, but she has a lot of options.”

“Sounds like an interesting business model.” He bit his cheek when his words came out flat and lifeless rather than teasing.

Tucker’s shoulders shook with laughter, but no noise escaped his curved lips. “I’d marry that woman if I weren’t on the road so much.”

“Free muffins sound as good a reason as any to offer a woman a lifetime of happiness.”

With a smile that lifted only half his face, Tucker grabbed his coffee mug and raised it in Xander’s direction. “It’s the silent ones who always have the best sense of humor.”

And they also had the most to hide. If only Tucker knew of Xander’s convictions, he’d join the media in the rage of mudslinging.

“Tucker, do you mind if I use your cell phone?”

“Go ahead. Just don’t jump out of the truck with it.” Tucker unsnapped the phone from his belt and handed it over. “It’s my lifeline.”

Xander dialed his parents’ cell phones. Both went to voicemail. On principle, they let “the machine” pick up every unfamiliar number. Why have a phone if you never answer it? He left a message for his mom. Surely there was some piece of her heart with a shred of compassion left for her firstborn.

“Hey, Mom. It’s Alexander. Today was my release date as I told you in a couple of voicemails this past week.” Tucker glanced at him and shifted in his seat, probably putting the pieces of Xander’s situation together. “I’m getting dropped off in Golden which is fifteen, twenty miles outside of Lakewood. Can’t wait to see you both. I miss you. You can find me at the Mother Hen bakery in Golden, when you come to get me. I love you.”

He clicked End and laid his head against the headrest. If you come to get me. Inhaling deeply, Xander handed Tucker’s phone to him. “Thanks.”

Tucker shrugged and snapped the phone onto his belt. “No problem. Anyone else you’d like to call to come pick you up? I hate to have you stranded in Golden. Although if you can get on Miss Lucy’s good side—”

Xander held up a hand. “My parents know where to find me when they’re ready.” Was it too much to hope that they’d be ready to see him in an hour or two? Why again hadn’t he bothered memorizing his brother’s phone number?

The gas station at the corner of Washington Avenue and Main Street boasted of a truck-friendly parking lot according to a minimum of five highway billboards, so that’s where Tucker parked. As soon as Xander’s door slammed behind him, Tucker jammed the lock into place. Xander absorbed the sounds on Washington Avenue, listening for something out of place. It was a Thursday, yet people milled the streets like they had nowhere to be. To be fair, noon was lunch hour. With the warm temperatures and the sun shining, he wouldn’t like being stuck inside, either. Actually, that was true regardless of the weather.

A painted wooden sign with a hen on it swinging above the doorway popped into view when they stepped off the crosswalk. Xander opened the door and sent Tucker in to the human contact firing squad first. Poor guy didn’t know he was a shield.

Tucker sighed. “Best part of my week.”

Xander’s gaze followed the aproned brunette as she floated around behind the counter. She seemed a little out of his league, but Xander had a feeling Tucker already knew that. Lucy wasn’t at all like he had expected. She appeared to be in her thirties and trim, not the middle-aged muffin top he’d imagined. Her ponytail swished with each bouncing step of her small frame. Her button nose and hazel eyes completed the picture.

“Hi, Tuck. Your usual? Or can I tempt you with something different today?”

Xander sucked in a slow breath as Tucker cleared his throat and stuttered an indecisive “uh.” He was glad he wasn’t the only male whose mind had skidded to a halt at her offer.

Tucker scoured the baked goods in the glass display as if the decision were the most important one of the day. Some of the muffins were as big as Xander’s fist, and they all looked unquestionably worth being chosen. “I’ll have one chocolate-pecan-pie muffin and one French toast muffin.”

“Very good choices.” At her praise, Tucker’s posture straightened, hiding his small gut. Lucy bagged his muffins with one hand and tapped the register with the other. “Don’t worry. I have a fresh batch of bran muffins right out of the oven so I’ll make sure you get one. A coffee to go?”

“Yes, thank you.”

She reached behind her and plopped a coffee beside the bag with a grin. “I saw you coming. That will be $6.25.”

“Oh.” Tucker motioned to Xander. “And whatever he’s having.”

“I’ll have a cup of water, if you don’t mind,” Xander said.

“Mm hm.” Lucy propped a hand on her protruding hip and glared at Tucker. “Tuck, you could’ve told him the rules before you came in here.”

Xander swallowed. He’d offended her. She wouldn’t let him wait here for his parents if he didn’t purchase something. He wanted one of everything on the menu, but Tucker probably had as much money as he did. Then again, truckers got paid well for their road warrior status, didn’t they?

Tucker clapped a hand on Xander’s shoulder with a grin. “Well, Miss Lucy, I got so caught up talking about your beauty that I completely forgot to tell him you don’t let anyone walk out hungry.”

Like a mother hen—how appropriate. Xander paused with his mouth open and stared at the chalkboard menu above the coffee machines. He craved so many things he didn’t know where to start.

Lucy tapped the buttons on the register again. “The cinnamon roll and the meat-lovers omelet come highly recommended, unless you’re allergic. $6.25, Tuck.”

Tucker handed over his cash, a silly grin on his face. He grabbed his bag of muffins and coffee.

“You boys sit down. It’ll be right out.” Lucy disappeared into the back room, her ponytail swaying behind her.

They lowered themselves onto two chairs near the wall. Folding his arms over his chest, Xander studied the decorations as they waited. A menagerie of chicken-themed collectibles covered every possible surface. “You tried something new this time? She approved of your muffin choices.”

The red creeping up Tucker’s neck spread full force over his cheeks as he slumped in his chair.

“No, these are my usuals.” His voice was a whisper. “It’s pathetic, but a small part of me hopes she thinks of me with each batch she makes.”

It was kind of pathetic, but it also made Xander pity the man. And who was he to offer pity?

Tucker straightened, hauling his chair closer to Xander’s. “Every time I come, I have the best intentions of trying something new. She knows that. But my brain goes into lock down when she’s staring at me. I see all the choices in the world in front of me, and I can’t think of anything but how happy my usuals make me because they remind me of her. Like if I kissed her she’d taste like chocolate pecan French toast on a lazy Saturday morning.”

Was that a normal thing for men to admit to each other? He was really out of practice with the feelings stuff. Awkwardness filled the space between them. Xander shifted, resting his forearms on his knees. “That’s really poetic, man.”

The kitchen door opened with a whoosh. Lucy bounced into view as she rounded the counter. “All right, boys. Here’s your breakfast.”

She plopped the tray onto a small table and dragged it in front of Xander and Tucker. “Warm bran muffin for Tuck and a cinnamon roll, omelet, and a glass of milk for Mr. Indecisive. Enjoy.” With a flip of her hand, she disappeared behind the counter again.

They thanked her as they stared at the meal in front of Xander. The cinnamon roll was almost the size of his face, and the omelet had to be at least four jumbo eggs and half a pig.

Xander managed three-fourths of the omelet and over half of the cinnamon roll before surrendering. Tucker eyed the food, but said nothing. Reluctance pulled at Xander’s core. Share the best meal he had in years? Or sit here until he could clear his plate?

“Well, here’s your chance to try something new on the house,” Xander said as he nudged his omelet plate across the table. The cinnamon roll he’d get a box for.

Tucker polished off the remainders, moaning with every bite. His vow to order the omelet next time sounded like a boy promising to not pick on his kid sister, sincere but unlikely. Thankfully, a simple “how about them Broncos?” redirected Tucker in a heartbeat. When Tucker stood to leave, Xander joined him, debating where to go next and missed Tucker’s outstretched hand until he was retracting it.

“Oh, um, thanks for the ride,” Xander said.

Tucker nodded. “Take care.” He called out to Lucy whose muffled response came from the back, then disappeared down the street.

For the rest of the afternoon and evening, Xander sat on the bench outside the bakery and waited. A few people sat down next to him and attempted conversation but he shut them down with a polite nod. Each passing hour carved away a little more of his foolish hope and the rest of his leftover cinnamon roll. By nine o’clock, he’d run out of possible excuses for why his parents hadn’t arrived and no longer lifted his head at the sound of a vehicle passing.

The venom he spewed in his mind stopped when a pair of sandaled feet sporting painted blue toenails appeared next to his shoes. What really alarmed him was that his anger had drowned out her footsteps, leaving him vulnerable. The bench creaked when she sat.

A light flowery perfume wafted toward him. She smelled fantastic. Head down, he stayed still, hoping she’d take the hint and move on. Instead she crossed her jean-clad legs.

Resting against the seat back, he kept his gaze on his lap. “If you’re looking for the bus, the last one for the evening left six-and-a-half minutes ago.”

“It’s a good thing I have a car then, isn’t it?” Her voice was buttery smooth, laced with humor. “I’m Gia.”

He glanced in her direction. Her curly black hair framed dark eyes, a straight nose, and full lips. The sunset’s failing light illuminated on her smooth, light brown skin. She was as beautiful as her voice.

Her lips quirked. “Are you staging a protest? Or waiting for your business meeting to start tomorrow?”

Why did people keep expecting him to share his life story? He kept silent.

She pressed on. “You’re not very talkative for a guy who has been sitting on a ‘Happy to Chat’ bench all day.” Her fingers tapped the metal placard between them. Sure enough, sitting on this bench declared he welcomed conversation with people.

He grunted.

“You planning on keeping this bench company all night?”

No one was coming for him. “Yeah, I guess I am.” He took her silence as disapproval and swallowed his pride. “I don’t really have any other options.”

“I know a place you could stay for the night.”

When her offer registered, he scooted a few inches to the right, putting some distance between them. “Oh, no. I’m—I’m not looking for that. I’m passing through.”

Gia laughed, a warm, comfortable sound. “Good, because I’m not that kind of girl. And if you tried something, I’d have to put my concealed carry permit to good use.” She crossed her arms. “I’m offering you the use of the Golden city council’s humanitarian living quarters which happens to be an apartment above my detached garage.” A car rushed by and honked, prompting a wave from Gia. “The police officers of this fine town frown on attempts at overnight bench-warming. If they see it, they’ll give you a ride to the city limits in the direction of your choosing.”

So he could be someone else’s problem. Roger that.

Still, no psychologically stable female would offer a strange male a room even if it was charity from the city. What were his chances of meeting the town psychopath his first twelve hours here? With his luck, pretty high. “No catch?”

She lifted her hands in surrender. “You are free to decline my offer. Say the word. Lucy said you’ve been sitting here for hours after finishing the biggest plate of food she’s ever given a man for free. Golden doesn’t have many loiterers. But if you accept, I’ll see if I can help you get where you hope to go in the morning. If it makes you feel any better, Tucker was once in this same position and is now happily employed as you can see.”

He studied her as she smoothed her fingers through her hair, seemingly relaxed and sincere. She couldn’t be that dangerous, could she?


Chapter 2




When Gia Carter answered Lucy’s call around three o’clock to tell her about the handsome suited stranger who’d waited for hours on the bench, Gia had laughed at Lucy for ogling an out-of-towner waiting for the bus. But when Lucy had texted at eight forty-five saying he was still there, she’d agreed to come have a look. If the man answered to the name Bronc, Gia would relocate her entire life tonight without a backward glance.

But this stranger on the bench was not her abusive ex-boyfriend Bronc, nor was he a dark shadow from Lucy’s past. For fifteen minutes, Gia had watched as he hadn’t gotten on the bus or acknowledged pedestrians. He hadn’t moved or looked around. He’d sat on the bench with his back to the brick wall, his gaze fixed on where his shoes met the cement sidewalk. Except for his indecision about breakfast, Lucy had said she thought the guy had his act together. If it was his intention to blend in, he’d failed miserably, but that didn’t seem to be his game.

Despite his initial misunderstanding of her offer, he agreed to go with her. Gia wasn’t setting aside her intense distrust of dark-haired, well-put-together men, but her reputation of taking in strays preceded her. The man’s haunted blue eyes promised his story would be worth hearing.

His tall frame stretched out in the passenger seat of her crossover SUV. His linked fingers rested in his lap, seemingly at ease. What surprised her more was that he had nothing to say. Most of the homeless men she’d put up liked having someone to talk to about their life problems—incoherent or conspiracy theorists as they were.

Gia changed the music to rap to see if that would stir him a bit, or at least merit a reaction. It did. He tapped his finger against his leg.

Fascinating.

To be in a man’s presence who didn’t drill her over her life story brought a unique sense of relief. The silence almost compelled her to ask his story instead, but she’d learned to wait people out over the years. “You never told me your name.”

He didn’t look her way. “Xander Reinerman from Lakewood, Colorado.”

“Gia from New Orleans, now a proud resident of Golden.” She’d respect his attempt at heading off her questions. They were almost to her house anyway. One more left turn brought them into her driveway. “The room you’ll be staying in has everything you’ll need in it except a kitchen. There is a mini-refrigerator and a basket of snacks by the desk.”

At his sharp glance, she shrugged. “The city council is generous. Homeless people have to sleep somewhere until they get on their feet. Now in the morning, I’ll unlock the door to my house at 7:30. You’re welcome to come get some breakfast between then and 8:15. Let me park the car, and I’ll show you to your room.”

He didn’t need to know that including her was the city council’s way of becoming more racially diverse. And their financial support of the humanitarian quarters was their response to a meeting she requested after being stopped by a police officer during her first week in Golden and asked laughingly if she planned to cause any trouble. As if it were a joke to him. It certainly wasn’t to her, so she made sure their apology did good for others, not just her.

Xander exited the car but didn’t move from her brick-paved driveway. He stared at the ground with his hands in his pockets while she parked and closed the garage door.

“This way, please.” At the top of the outdoor staircase, she unlocked the door. She tried to put herself in his shoes. It was no five-star hotel, but it was spacious. According to former occupants, the queen-sized bed was seven for seven in beating out the metal bench at the bus stop. She strode to the closet and opened the doors. “Clean clothes are in here. I’m sure there’ll be something that fits you. New underwear and sock packs are on the shelf. Help yourself. Toiletries are in the bathroom. Use whatever you need. If something is missing, please let me know. There’s a speaker button by the door that calls into my house.”

In the glow of the ceiling fan light, she studied him. He stood at the side of the room taking it all in with dull eyes and a hard-set face. Life hadn’t been easy on him. Finally, they settled on her with an assessing gaze.

“Aren’t you afraid of what I could do to you?” His deep voice settled over her like a silk robe.

“Not at all,” Gia said. Her grin widened when surprise flickered across his face. “My house has a fantastic alarm system, and I’m always armed.” Gia patted her purse. “If you tried something, you wouldn’t get away in one piece.” She knew she sounded arrogant, but she didn’t grow up in a Brazilian household in New Orleans without learning how to protect herself. And successfully. Daddy made sure of that.

He'd warned her that some people feared others with a different skin color and they used fear as an excuse for evil.

Besides, Xander had at least one hundred pounds on her, and she’d wager she could move faster in quicksand than he could on concrete. “Sleep well, Xander. See you in the morning.”

He laid his suit coat on the bed and followed her to the door. “I’m very grateful for your hospitality.”

With a nod and smile, she escaped without having to answer any of the typical questions that were lobbed her way from her rescuees. Like why she was always armed? Protection from the unforeseen. Was she vanilla or chocolate? Best answer, swirl. Was she sure she didn’t need a warm man in her bed? Her body was the sole occupant of that bed. No exceptions.

The questions were always personal. Her past, her stories were not something that staying in her guest room granted them access to. She did, however, leave one piece of evidence for guests to find if they were snooping. In the bedside table underneath a notepad, an article clipping reviewed her first-place win in the Junior Sharpshooting Regionals in vivid detail. Though she’d quit competing, she never stopped training. Beyond that article, her parents censored her from the public eye with the strongest team of publicists out there.

As Gia crossed the brick path to her house, she heard Xander flip the lock into place. Good, the man had some sense. Inside, she locked her own series of bolts, armed the security system, and dropped her keys into a bowl in the mud room. Most other young women in Golden made do with a dead bolt and a porch light since the crime rate in the area was practically non-existent. But with her parents running the third largest import-export business in the country, Gia had a lot to lose. They had powerful enemies who wouldn’t mind sending Gia back to New Orleans in a cooler with a toe tag, professionally and physically.

That wouldn’t happen if she could help it. And she could. One of the reasons she offered her room to strangers was to keep an eye on them. Although if someone were coming for her, they wouldn’t spend hours sitting on a bench in downtown Golden first. She padded down the hall to her bedroom. Xander’s silence had intrigued her. There would be a lot of satisfaction in hearing his story, if he stuck around.

*****

The next morning Gia’s alarm went off at seven. She showered and dressed for the day in a lightweight skirt and tank top. Colorado summers got warm, but the sun didn’t boil the water in the air first like it did in New Orleans. Aside from family, the beach and the food were the only things she missed about NOLA.

Eggs and bacon sizzled on the stove when Xander walked in dressed in a blue t-shirt and jeans comically cinched onto his narrow hips with a brown leather belt. The suit hadn’t done him justice. That shirt stretched across his broad shoulders just right, not to mention the color highlighting the blue in his eyes.

She grabbed a strawberry from her cutting board and popped it in her mouth. “Good morning. Hope you slept well.” She pointed to the refrigerator with her knife. “Milk and juice are in the door. Glasses are in the cupboard to the left.” She stirred the eggs and flipped the bacon as he poured himself a glass of milk. “You any good with a knife?”

“Better than most.”

“That’s terrifying.” With a smirk, she handed him a knife and crossed the kitchen, keeping him and the knife in her peripheral vision.

He flipped it in his hand. “It’s dull.”

Gia huffed. “You said you were better than most, so why would you need a sharp one?”

The corners of Xander’s lips tilted upward. “Fair enough.”

“If you could continue cutting the strawberries, slice thinly so they’ll taste sweeter.” Every kind of summertime strawberry tasted sweet to her, but a little extra effort would tell stories of his character. She set the bacon on a plate to be blotted before dropping the diced potatoes into the bacon grease. “Hope you’re not a vegetarian or in any danger of a heart attack. I’d hate for my breakfast to be the death of you.”

Xander grunted. “I’m not picky. There are a number of things that will likely kill me before food does.”

What carcasses are hanging in your smokeshed? She lifted her glass of water in the air. “Cheers to that.”

A smile lightened his features as he raised his glass of milk. The man had dimples and perfect teeth. Lord help her. She drained her water and redirected her attention to browning the potatoes while the rest of the food was still warm. “What’s on your agenda for the day?”

“A job search, I guess.”

Scratch stranded businessman off the list. She shoved the potatoes around the pan in silence, waiting for any clue he’d give her. He provided nothing more.

“The Denver Post should be out front if you want to look through the classifieds. If you would, please save me the comics and the crossword puzzle.” She dished the potatoes into a serving bowl and stuck a spoon in it. “If you’d rather use a computer, I’ll log you on.” She handed him a plate and dug the yogurt out of the refrigerator. “Have as much as you’d like.”

“There’s a lot of food here. You trying to compete with Lucy?”

“Definitely. Lucy gets as many marriage proposals in a week as Jennifer Aniston gets in an hour. It gives the rest of us Golden girls inferiority complexes.”

He shoveled food into his mouth as soon as his backside hit the barstool. “I don’t mean to insult Lucy’s kindness, but this breakfast wins the prize.”

Gia pulled a stool out and parked herself a good distance from his left elbow. “I feel my confidence boosting already, but no need to flatter me. You can go back for more if you’d like and I won’t charge you a dime.

He nodded and continued eating. “What do you do besides run a bed and breakfast for strangers on the council’s nickel? Because if the others are like me—” Xander scratched his head. “It didn’t sound like they’re exactly rolling in the dough.”

“In my spare hours, I’m an architect.” She clucked when his fork paused midair. “Surprised?”

His lips tilted upward. “Not at all. You seem well-structured.” Stepping off the stool, he grabbed his plate and refilled it without meeting her eye.

A joke. Adorable. Gia grinned. “What kind of work are you looking for?”

He shrugged his impossibly broad shoulders. “Anything that pays enough for me to survive.”

Exhaling, Gia slipped her dishes into the dishwasher. That left his options wide open while revealing nothing about him. She strolled outside to grab the newspaper from the driveway. He’d cracked a joke. That was social progress for knowing someone less than twelve hours.

If she insisted on her privacy, her guest deserved the same space. He didn’t need her rehabilitating him when she had her own personal repairs to make. But that’s what opening her spare room to strangers was about, wasn’t it? A lesson on kindness, generosity, and trust towards the less fortunate.

It was what Uncle Angelo would have done, what he had done—giving to those who didn’t deserve an ounce of his generosity, much less his resources. Paper in hand, she grabbed the door handle and rested her forehead against the frame. Not a day went by that she didn’t regret calling him to come rescue her and Joey from the drag races that night. They shouldn’t have been there in the first place. When Grandpa Ignatious challenged her to find her purpose and conquer her fear, getting Angelo killed was not in the plan. She’d spend every day of her life atoning for it.

She rejoined Xander in her kitchen and dropped the paper onto the counter. He was washing the dirty pans in the sink.

Handsome and thoughtful. 

His tall frame blocked the daylight streaming through the patio door. The birds put on a good show every morning as long as she filled the feeders with the weed-inducing seeds they loved. She unfolded the paper, extracted the classifieds for him, and set it on the table with a pen. He left his place at the sink to lean over the paper.

Propping a hand on her hip, she studied him as he browsed the ads. “It’s a good place to start. At least these employers are willing to pay for the positions to be advertised. I’ll grab a Golden Gabber on my way home. Most employers in Golden prefer the old-school method of finding help. If you end up returning to Lakewood, you wouldn’t be too far to commute.”

He rubbed his neck. “I know I keep saying it, but thank you again for all of this. Breakfast was fantastic.”

“You’re welcome. You might want to call some of those places to get the details before you apply. I’ve heard horror stories about job ads turning out to be victim bait. Criminals straight from the pen wait for innocents to walk into their web, so they can eat them alive. A girl disappeared from Denver last year after responding to an online ad.”

Xander nodded. “That’s a good idea, but—uh—” He pursed his lips together as if debating his next words. “I don’t have an active phone.”

Gia blinked. Of course he didn’t. What homeless, jobless man had one? A man who wore a suit, that’s who—or so she thought. “Right. Well, if you’re ready, you can come to my office and use the phone there. And while we’re in town, we can pick up a prepaid mobile and some jeans that fit you. Those...” she gestured at his legs, as if to say more, “do not fit you.”

At the mention of the jeans, he reached down and hauled them up by the belt. He needed thirty extra pounds to fill them properly. “These will be fine. I don’t have the money to pay you back. After I get a job, I’ll get new ones.”

Mentally, she checked leech off her list of suspected qualities. The man had pride, which wasn’t something one could teach a man. Gia tucked her chin and raised her eyebrows. “You think you’re getting a job wearing pants you can barely keep on? Nuh-uh. We don’t have any of those kinds of businesses around here.”

He grinned at her wagging finger.

“What are you grinning at?”

His shoulder lifted. “You’re feisty. I like that.”

She clicked her tongue in disapproval, but his words gave her a small measure of satisfaction. After locking the door, Gia turned to see Xander jogging up the stairs to his room with his hands holding his jeans in place. She shook her head. And he said he’d wait until he had a job to get a new pair.

Lucy would love this story. She’d already texted six times to see if Gia had fed him breakfast and coffee or if he wanted a cinnamon roll instead of whatever vegetable puree she was sure Gia was force-feeding him. It was unlikely that telling Lucy he was homeless, jobless, and phoneless would deter her interest either.

Poor Tucker. It would break his little love-struck heart. He had Lucy’s useless father and abusive boyfriends to thank for that behavior.

By the time Xander returned, Gia had the SUV waiting in the driveway. He ducked in and buckled his seatbelt.

“Do you drink coffee? Lucy has the best brews in town.” Gia said.

“No. I kicked that socially accepted addiction five years ago.”

Gia’s eyebrow raised. “Lucy mentioned she needed some handyman work done, and she’d be willing to pay you in food if you’d help her.”

Xander folded his hands and unfolded them. “I’ll do what I can.”

“Perfect. I told her we’d be by for lunch. She can show you what needs to be done.” Gia glided into a parking spot on Washington Avenue and clicked off the engine. “Right now, we’re going to find you appropriate jeans so you don’t embarrass yourself.” And so he didn’t flash the gawking female residents of Golden.

A few of the older, less inhibited ladies had been known to carry wads of dollar bills to stuff in a sagging waistband. They felt it only right to compensate the men fairly who gave the world a show. Submitting Xander to that humiliation would damage his psyche for sure. Or maybe he could get the money for new jeans out of it.

A half hour later, Gia and Xander exited the clothing store with two polos, a new pair of black pants, and jeans that were charged to Gia’s business account. The owner was happy to let Xander walk out wearing the jeans in favor of preventing an unfortunate mishap. Next, they stopped in an electronics shop and picked up a standard prepaid cell phone for him with enough minutes to keep him until he found a job, Gia hoped. She programmed her phone number into the contacts. She didn’t do it with every stray she helped, but she had a feeling Xander wasn’t her typical guest.

After Gia finally settled him at the front desk in her office with a phone and computer at his disposal, she sagged into her office chair. The one-way glass offered a great view of the door while maintaining her privacy. Her closed door muffled the white noise, giving her what she came to Colorado for—quiet and space.

Her fingers hovered over her keyboard as she stared at Xander typing. Dare she run a background check to discover what fossils were in his collection? Being surprised was much more exciting. She typed his name into the request box, picking at a hangnail while she made one of life’s tougher choices.

To meddle? Or to wait?


Chapter 3


Xander slammed the phone into the cradle and shoved away from the wooden desk, muttering a few colorful words. All thirteen prospective employers had turned him down because of the felony charges on his record. Stocking shelves, moving furniture, and roofing houses had nothing to do with what he’d served time for. Why punish him further? He contemplated lying as the truth left his mouth time and again, but if the potential employers didn’t notice the five-year gap in his work history, they’d find out when they ran a background check. It saved them both time.

Failure.

The word circled in his mind on repeat. It was the story of his life right now. The heat coiled in his clenched stomach. Stepping from one level of hell to a slightly cooler level still left him in hell. His fingers curled under the keyboard ready to smash it against the wall for the pure satisfaction of watching it crumble beneath his strength.

Someone had treated his life that way. Planting steroids in his vehicle and in the drink mix powder he used for making the team drink coolers so there was no way out of the steroid charges. Whoever it was went through an enormous amount of effort to lock him up for five years, not to mention ruining his promising coaching career forever.

Who hated him that much? After years of meditating on the same question, he had no new revelation. 

“Everything okay?” Gia’s voice carried from where she stood with one foot out of her office. Her presence dumped ice water over his rage. Control would hand him his future or cast it away with the sweep of an arm.

Xander needed a future more than anything.

“No one is interested.” He ran his hands over his stubbled jaw. “I have a couple more ideas, but after that, I will be twirling my thumbs.”

He’d have to dust off his lawn business skills from high school or find day labor jobs where no one asked about his past. Where would he find the money for a startup? A decent lawn mower cost a couple hundred bucks which would leave him bankrupt.

Gia scrunched her nose. Her hairstyle sat in coils of curls around her face, teasing his eye with its gentle curves. Feminine and simple, yet so mysterious. Who was she really? On a whim, he had searched her name in the browser after she retreated into her office earlier this morning. Hundreds of Gia Carters showed up online, but one of the top results scared him the most.

If he left, he had nothing.

The only thing working in his favor at this moment was her offer of a place to live. If she found out about his crimes, she’d boot him to the curb, thinking he was out to swindle her money. He’d tell her about the false charges one day, but today was not that day.

Gia examined her nails like they were the most interesting thing in the world and avoided his gaze. “Well, I hate to say it, but you could surrender to working for Lucy.”

He snorted. Working at the Mother Hen didn’t seem like a long-term option. “She probably wouldn’t want me.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t be so quick to write her off. She wants you all right.” Gia leaned one shoulder against the wall, her expression serious. “Lucy doesn’t check references so long as your well-formed muscles look good in a Mother Hen t-shirt. Which, by the way, is why she hasn’t had a male working for her in three years. The last one’s toned physique distracted her from his crafty slights of hand.”

Again, the accusations hit too close to home. He shook his head with a chuckle. “Sounds like grounds for discrimination and objectification to me.”

“I know all about discrimination, Mr. Reinerman. And I can assure you that a woman with good taste in men should be respected, not diminished. She will appreciate you every single second of the day and feed you. What’s not to love about that arrangement?”

“All it takes for a healthy work environment is that a person be valued and fed? How have companies not figured that out yet?”

Gia motioned to the door. “It’s lunchtime. Let’s go see how she plans to buy your affections.”

As they strolled down the sidewalk, Xander struggled to broach his next question. He hated asking for charity to his very core, but she could only say no, right? “Gia, I have a meeting in Lakewood tomorrow, but I’m low on cash. Could I borrow a vehicle?”

“You have your driver’s license?”

“Yes, and a clean driving record.” Although he was bound to be rusty.

The few seconds of silence thrummed his nerves with merciless abandon. She had barely known him a day, and he was asking for a lot of trust.

“I might have an idea. I’ll tell you after lunch.” Gia beamed at him. He had a feeling her idea would involve a catch. Strangers didn’t hand over car keys with no strings attached.

Quickening his steps, he grabbed Mother Hen’s front door and held it open as Gia walked through with murmured thanks. He stepped in behind her in time to see Lucy laying her hand over her heart with a sigh. Lucy straightened when she met his gaze and disappeared into the back with forefinger in the air.

Gia twisted, her shoulder brushing his chest. She directed her attention out the front window, her voice low. “Like I said, Lucy is a big fan of Xander Reinerman.”

The feel of her arm against his chest made him stop, as he leaned into her touch a fraction. He cleared his throat, keeping his volume the same as hers. “I can’t compete with a stud like Tucker.”

Inhaling sharply, Gia sputtered out a
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