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Dedication

For Holly Ingraham.

For everything.

Epigraph

“It is rare that one can see in a little boy the promise of a man, but one can almost always see in a little girl the threat of a woman.”

—Alexandre Dumas


Prologue

Throughout his youth, Fender Blackstone wondered how an eldest son carried his father’s name. For families where love shone bright and true, he suspected it was an honor—a torch to keep burning through all the years ahead. But for the child of an abuser and an all-around bastard, carrying the old man’s last name was torture. A steady reminder of all that was expected of you. Or wasn’t.

His own entrance into the world had been met with little fanfare—unless a bender with a case of beer gifted by the old man’s buddies down at the auto body shop where he’d worked could be considered auspicious. Trent Blackstone had approached fatherhood the way he treated the rest of his life. With a sneer and a bad attitude.

But it was the name, Fender marveled, that had been the clincher throughout his youth. He might have carried the Blackstone surname, but his first name—the one the entire neighborhood whispered about—was all his own. Named for the job his father had worked the same afternoon he was born, Fender carried the knowledge, sure and true, that his old man had given him as much thought as a car part. And as he grew and gained a deeper knowledge of his sire, Fender could only be grateful for that fact.

Of course, he’d had little gratitude while walking that path. His mother had checked out around his second birthday, never to be seen or heard from again. Her absence had resulted in the continuation of the benders his father was so fond of, as well as a solid fist a few times a week.

“Toughens a man, my boy.”

His father had been equally fond of that turn of phrase, using it to excuse any number of sins. To his credit—and Fender gave very little—the old man had been pleased when the repeated “lessons” resulted in fewer and fewer tears. By the time he was ten years old, Fender could take a punch with the best of them, shake it off, and move on.

What he’d never experienced—nor could he shake off quite so lightly—was a hug. Tight and strong, with just enough muscle to hold him in place yet not nearly so tight as to feel threatening. Mama Lou had seen to it he learned new lessons.

She’d marched into his life in unexpected fashion—her stumble near the school playground one bright afternoon, which caught his attention, along with that of his friends, Nick and Landon. They’d been doing their usual litany of trash talk and defensive planning for their upcoming soccer game when the pretty lady with sad eyes dropped her dry cleaning in the dirt and then tumbled over the bag.

She was the one who changed everything.

His life stopped consisting of unexpected punches, the stench of day-old whiskey, and a series of garishly made-up women who paraded through their small apartment in Park Heights. Instead, it was made up of a bright yellow kitchen full of the scent of roasts and casseroles, potatoes, pots of spaghetti, and cookies.

Always cookies.

Mama Lou had forced him and his brothers to sit at the large table in that kitchen and work their homework, cursing as loudly as they over incomprehensible math problems and science projects no one had remembered to mention. She saw to it they had three square meals daily and a roof over their heads, and when she’d first collected them up and brought them home, Fender had thought that was enough.

And if it wasn’t, he could always bolt back to the old man. At least he knew what he was in for there.

Only Mama Lou didn’t act like he thought some lady should act. She had fancy suits in her closet that she never wore. She sorted receipts and did taxes for half the businesses in Park Heights at the long dining-room table old Mrs. Weston had left behind in the brownstone Mama Lou fixed up each and every weekend. And she had tears.

She didn’t show them often, but he’d caught her a few times in the dining room, crying over the newspaper after she thought he’d gone to bed.

Fender wanted to know about the tears most of all, but every time he thought he had his nerve up, he realized he didn’t want to make her sad again, so he avoided asking. And just worked harder to make her smile and laugh. To make her proud.

And by some odd miracle, Mama Lou created a family.

Fender wasn’t quite sure how she did it, because she’d never had any kids before them, and when he asked her if she ever even babysat, she said no. Yet she made a great mom. He thought so, and so did his brothers. They’d talk about it, when they were back on the playground, tugging at the new jeans they all wore that actually fit, and the sneakers that weren’t worn out or too tight on their feet.

He’d known them as brothers the first day they wound up on the same soccer team—Nick Kelley and Landon McGee—even before Mama Lou made it official. He’d tried to scare them both off, but they’d stuck. They’d just ignored his surly attitude and lame-ass attempts to swat at them and drive them away.

And they’d stuck.

He wasn’t sure why—even now—but he was glad of that.

The three of them had been a motley lot, with Nick’s oversized body, even as a kid, compared to Landon’s scrawny frame that never seemed to grow rounder, even as he added inch after inch in height.

He’d understood Nick and Landon and they’d understood him. He knew they wouldn’t ask about the bruises. Or the reason he’d fallen asleep during earth science. Or why there was a large gash on his leg that time he’d fallen over a broken whiskey bottle.

They saw and understood the things that were better left unsaid.

And in the end, so had Mama Lou. She’d passed them on that same school playground, a defiant trio of boys one sunny fall afternoon, and within days, their lives had changed.

And God bless, the woman was crafty. She’d wormed her way in, pushing and prodding and finding an understanding with each of them. Some of it with food. Some of it with one-on-one attention. Even some of it because she knew all the best curse words when those damned math problems wouldn’t right themselves.

Over time, the boys he’d thought of as his blood brothers became something even better. By decree of the State of New York, they became his actual brothers. And Mama Lou his mother.

Fender Blackstone had never thought of himself as a particularly lucky bastard, but on the day Louisa Mills officially became his mother, he did the one thing his father thought he’d well and truly beaten out of him.

He’d cried.

Chapter One

“Brings a tear to the eye, doesn’t it?” Nick Kelley slapped him on the back as they stood on the fringes of the rally taking place on the steps of the old gazebo in Overlook Park, the large, grassy gathering space that gave Park Heights its name.

“Until I look at that steely glint in hers and know she’s cooking up her special brand of crazy.”

“Which we all love and admire,” Nick quickly added.

Fender Blackstone smiled at his brother but was prevented from saying anything further as their mother took the podium in the gazebo. Louisa Mills—a.k.a. Mama Lou to him and his brothers and, over time, half the neighborhood—was running for Brooklyn borough president. She’d faltered a bit earlier in the summer, nearly ending her run, but a well-placed talking-to had put her back to rights.

Even without the near worshipful love he and his brothers felt for her, Fender knew his mother would be good for the borough. The continued growth and development—the renaissance that had defined Brooklyn for the past decade—needed someone who understood the new as well as the importance of preserving the old. Progress didn’t mean abandoning your roots, and no one understood that better than Louisa Mills.

So here they were. Summer was in full swing, the dog days of August now upon them, and Brooklyn was as hot and steamy as any summer he could remember. If it were only the weather, Fender would shake it off and move on, but he was restless, too.

Maybe it was only natural. Between his mother’s political run and his brothers’ deep dives into the waters of commitment, a lot had changed over the past few months. Nick had hooked up with Emma Vandenburg, the two of them already planning a wedding in the spring. And Landon had surprised them all on the Fourth of July with some fireworks of his own with the very sexy detective, Daphne Rossi.

Their relationship had somehow survived the reappearance of Landon’s birth mother and the machinations of Louisa’s one and only enemy. And with the ring Landon had flashed him the night before still glittering in his mind’s eye, there was more change still to come.

Nick’s shoulder bump pulled Fender from his thoughts. “Here comes her big finish. She cornered Emma and me last night and practiced this one over and over.”

Fender let his mellow thoughts fade as his mother’s voice washed over him. As she spoke of Brooklyn’s future, he couldn’t help but wonder about his own.

He was a rolling stone. He loved his family and he’d do anything for them, but he wasn’t a settle - down - and - get - hitched sort of person. That was for people with a plan. And beyond running his auto body shop with an honest hand and keeping an eye toward a kick-ass vacation each year, Fender planned very little.

Plans were also for people who hadn’t grown up in Dysfunction Junction. His father was a bastard of the first order, and in the ten short years they’d spent together, Trent Blackstone had laid down a rather firm foundation. Key to that was to always have an exit strategy.

Fender didn’t need one from his family because they were all more than capable of taking care of themselves.

But start a family of his own? Well now, that was real, honest-to-God commitment. The sort you didn’t run from. And since he couldn’t guarantee what he’d do when his back was up against the wall, he’d opted out. No use in dragging someone else into your lifelong dysfunction.

He might not be a planner, but he was a pragmatist.

“And that’s why I’m running for Brooklyn borough president. In unity, there is strength!”

Nick’s piercing whistle six inches from his head eradicated whatever Fender had been thinking as he keyed back into the closing notes of his mother’s speech. Her last nod to Brooklyn’s motto was nicely done, and the crowd was cheering as loudly as his brother.

“They love her.” Nick’s gaze roamed over the crowd before he drew his fingers to his lips and launched into another ear splitter.

Fender lifted his hands to clap again when something caught his attention. The merest flash of color, yet vivid enough to catch the eye. Curious, he shifted his full attention, his gaze alighting on Harlow Reynolds. Her bright sleeveless dress was the color of a tangerine, which should have been weird, but instead looked amazing stretched over firm, high breasts and nipped in above the small, sexy curve of her hips. He finished the quick catalog of assets. Her long legs, gorgeous in their own right, were finished off by about four inches of ice-pick heels that made a man grateful for the female form.

The heels were the same shade as the dress—who knew you could even buy that color?—but it was the subtle smile when his gaze alighted back on hers that had him doing a true double take.

They’d met once before, a result of his idiotic idea to go barging into her turf to force her to deal with her mother, Gretchen, who had interfered with Louisa’s campaign and life earlier in the summer. He hadn’t been prepared for Harlow’s quick and ready agreement to deal with the problem.

He’d been even less prepared for the instant gut check of attraction that had nearly dragged him to his knees. After one ill-considered attempt to call her a few weeks ago, he’d buried her business card in the bottom of his wallet. His fingers had itched to pull it out a few times, but he’d ignored the urge, leaving the card buried.

The memories of her husky voice, on the other hand, had gripped him in a fever that still hadn’t let go.

With Louisa’s speech at an end, the crowd began moving. Nick had already headed for the stage, but Fender used the crush to hang back, curious to see what Harlow Reynolds would do next.

And he ignored that kick in the gut when she began to walk toward him.

* * *

She’d dressed carefully, the summer orange selected for both its bold impression and subtle friendliness. Her mother had made a shocking mess of things, and Harlow was determined to make things right.

She avoided the urge to run a hand over her stomach in a ploy to smooth her dress, thereby soothing the raging dragons that had taken up residence beneath her skin. She refused to show weakness, even as she knew any movement that gave a man a reason to return his gaze to your figure was worth trying. Somehow, Fender Blackstone seemed above the cheap tricks.

He’d already made it abundantly evident that he knew what she looked like. Where it might have been lascivious—or even just rude—his gaze had been neither. It had been warm. Appreciative. And so very hungry.

She’d seen it from the first. She enjoyed male attention as much as the next woman, but the sheer heat she’d seen in his gaze the moment he’d stepped into her gallery in Midtown a few weeks back had stopped her cold. There was an urgency there—and a subtle promise that nothing about the man was simple or easy.

What had been even more complex than the man standing in front of her had been the news he’d shared: Her mother still harbored a grudge over her father’s infidelities from nearly a quarter century before and was determined to make a mess of others’ lives.

One life in particular: Her father’s former paramour, Louisa Mills.

While Harlow hadn’t been ready to cut the woman much slack—she’d made and slept in that bed after all—she couldn’t shake the impressions she’d formed after doing some internet deep diving. Whatever had led Louisa Mills into a relationship with her father seemed to be a one-time occurrence. After reading a few articles on the woman herself, as well as several about her NFL-bound son, in which she was mentioned, it was easy to see that her reputation in the vibrant Brooklyn community of Park Heights was stellar. And the three men she’d raised since adopting them as boys were a huge part of that.

Whatever youthful recklessness had driven Louisa into a relationship with Harlow’s father seemed to have vanished under the weight of adult responsibility and a parent’s love.

Which only made her own mother’s behavior that much harder to manage, Harlow thought as she took in the bright campaign signs and milling crowd of supporters.

Harlow had spent the past month hell-bent on doing something about Gretchen Reynolds’s behavior and hopelessly out of her league as to what, exactly, she should do. When her Google Alert had pinged that morning with news about the political rally in Overlook Park, she’d decided to take the bull by the horns. She owed Louisa Mills a sizeable apology and the firm reassurance that her mother wasn’t going to make any further trouble.

That Fender was here was an added bonus. And made it worth the time she’d taken in choosing her outfit for the day. Pasting on the same smile she reserved for wealthy patrons at the gallery, she walked over to greet him.

She’d be calm and cool. Pleasant.

If she could just get past her own personal version of Game of Thrones and the damned insistent beat of dragon wings that had taken over her midsection.

She closed the gap between them and layered on her most professional smile. One she’d practiced for years. “Hi.”

“Hello.” The deep voice rolled over her skin like warm honey, and Harlow fought the subtle urge to swoon in the heat. The man was lethal. She remembered her reaction to him of course, but had somehow convinced herself that her memory was faulty, and that no man could possibly have a voice as sexy and seductive as Fender Blackstone’s.

Oh how wrong she’d been.

“It’s nice to see you again, Fender.”

Something bright and warm settled in his gaze, those green eyes appreciative as they charted a course over her face.

She’d been studied before and knew what it was to be stared at. The sensation was odd—and often discomfiting—but it had never before left her with a breathless sensation, while warmth pooled low in her belly.

Attraction?

That seemed too simple a word.

Raw animal magnetism, maybe?

Since that seemed a bit extreme, she attempted to ignore all of it and forced herself to push forward in spite of his evaluating silence. “Your mother certainly has a strong fan base. It’s easy to see why she’s the favored candidate.”

“You follow Brooklyn politics?”

“No, but I do follow your family.”

“Oh?”

The subtle cooling in his gaze, coupled with the stiffening of his shoulders, had her reassessing the situation. There was attraction there, yet it dimmed immediately at a perceived threat to his family.

“Once I understood the depth of my mother’s recent behavior, I figured it would be wise to educate myself on past events. She is my mother, and while I’ll admit she can be brittle at times, she’s not a bad person.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“Do you harbor the same grudge?”

Harlow knew it would be easy to blame the woman on the podium for her family’s dysfunction, but had learned long ago how to view her childhood through the proper lens. “No, I don’t.”

“Then why are you here?”

“I’d like to offer your mother my support.”

“The Reynolds influence extends to Brooklyn?”

That urge to smooth her hands over her stomach struck her once more, but she held them stubbornly clasped at her waist. “I’m not quite sure I’d have put it in those terms, but yes, I suppose it does.”

Fender was prevented from responding by the arrival of his brother, Nick. Harlow recognized the man from the photos she’d seen online, and quickly catalogued what she knew. He was the third brother, one of three boys Louisa Mills had adopted shortly after her relationship with Harlow’s father had gone south. A former NFL player, he now owned a popular bar in Park Heights and was engaged to be married to the owner of a Brooklyn brewery.

That tidbit had pinged in one of her Google Alerts as well.

He was an attractive man, with the large, impressive physique one expected from a professional athlete. He was an interesting physical complement to his brothers. She’d met Landon McGee along with Fender when they’d both paid a visit to her gallery the previous month. Tall and lanky, there was a strength in Landon that became obvious the longer you looked at him. A strength that was as physical as it was mental.

And then there was Fender.

An odd name for an even more unusual man. She understood the appeal of the bad boy, even if she’d never ventured into those choppy seas herself. She had several friends who’d tried their hand with those who ran well outside the rarified air of the Upper East Side. Most had grown bored; a few had ended up with bruised hearts. None had managed to keep the relationship going.

And clearly she’d spent a few too many lunchtime internet sessions fantasizing about the man she’d met a few weeks back in her office if the word relationship was even whispering through her mind.

Fender made the introductions, the warm welcoming light in Nick’s vivid blue eyes fading at her name. “What brings you to Brooklyn?”

“As I told Fender, I’m here to lend my support.” Harlow eyed the crowd that still lingered and the line that stretched out before Louisa, waiting to speak with her. “Although it looks like she’s doing an amazing job on her own.”

“She is.” Whatever jovial warmth had carried Nick over was gone, even as he maintained a politely bland smile.

If she hadn’t been standing so close she’d likely have missed it, but the shift in Nick’s demeanor seemed to do something to Fender’s. His wariness vanished, and he turned toward his brother, a world of information flashing in his green eyes. “Harlow and I were just leaving.”

“Sure.” Nick nodded, his own thoughts burning like fire in his eyes. “See you later.”

Nick left as fast as he arrived, and Harlow was left alone with Fender. A cocky smile edged up one corner of his mouth. “Looks like you’re stuck with me for lunch.”

* * *

He needed to get back to the shop. The Corvette he had up on the rack still needed its suspension fixed, and the owner paid well to avoid a wait.

But he was damned if he could muster the urge to head back when the light scent of flowers wafted toward him. Fender had no idea what kind—he could pick out roses and that was about it—but she smelled like the whole damn flower shop. With something else lurking just beneath. Something sexy and confident that made his stomach muscles tighten and his mind immediately drift to heated images of tangled sheets.

That scent was alluring and unique and elusive in the thick summer air that barely swirled around them. He’d suggested meatball subs, and she’d agreed, so here they were, moving down the avenue that edged the south side of the park at a rapid clip.

Meatball subs?

What the hell was he thinking? This woman was Park Avenue and art galleries and French food. Not some greasy sub (albeit a delicious one) loaded with mozzarella and provolone.

“A neighborhood favorite?” Harlow asked as he swung open the door at Gino’s. If he had to guess, Fender would estimate he’d eaten roughly a thousand meals in his life inside Gino’s, and it wasn’t until that moment that he actually looked around.

The booths were scarred, their red vinyl peeling away to reveal stuffing, or covered over with tape. There was a photo on the wall of Nixon eating at one of the Formica tables. That same table still bore a faded brass plaque announcing the president’s lunch date, a few short months before Watergate broke.

It was shabby. Working class. Dated.

Everything Harlow Reynolds wasn’t.

That the thought even drifted through his mind, let alone rested there for a few seconds, pissed him off. She wasn’t any better than him, nor was he ashamed of where he came from.

So why did he suddenly have the urge to rethink lunch all together?

“Fender?” Her smile never wavered, but something shimmered beneath the pretty cornflower blue of her eyes. Questions?

No, he thought. Answers. There were answers in her eyes, and he was afraid to look at them too closely.

Shaking his head, he keyed back into the conversation. “Sorry. Yeah. This place is a favorite.”

“So how about that meatball sub you promised me?”

“They have other choices. Salads. Sand—”

Harlow’s eye roll stopped him. “Why would I come into a place that smells this heavenly and order a salad?”

As if to prove her point, she marched up to the counter, her smile bright for Gino. “My friend here tells me you make a killer meatball sub.”

“I do pretty lady. What do you want on it?”

“Extra provolone and extra sauce.”

“Coming up.” Gino reached over and laid a large withered hand over hers before shooting Fender a look. “The usual?”

“Of course.”

Harlow had already laid her free hand over Gino’s, a gentle touch for an old man. “What’s the usual, Blackstone?”

“Same as you. Only I get mozzarella on the second layer of cheese instead of provolone.”

“You’ll do.” With a hard nod, she turned back to Gino. “I’ll order one more before I leave. I left my coworker to take an early lunch, and she’ll kill me if I come back smelling so delicious.”

“A little thing like you?” Gino’s eyebrows wiggled. “You’ll be taking half yours back to share.”

Harlow laughed then, her voice low and husky. “Don’t bet on it.”

She exchanged a few more pleasantries with Gino before following Fender to the drink station and then on to their table.

“This place really does smell heavenly.” She glanced around, shooting a smile toward Gino’s grandson, who was showboating with several high twirls of pizza dough behind the counter.

“I think what you’re smelling is nearly fifty years of meatballs, pizza sauce, and grease. Gino’s is the heartbeat of the neighborhood.” Fender’s voice came out gruffer than he planned, even as the idea of planting his fist in the middle of Dominick’s face presented a tantalizing image.

“I thought your mother’s house was the heartbeat of the neighborhood.”

Harlow’s comment brought him up short, and he gave her his full attention, Dominick and his pizza dough twirling forgotten. “How would you know that?”

“I ask questions. I also know how to Google. Your mother has quite a reputation.”

Something uncomfortable settled in his gut. He’d believed his mother well past the intrusions of the Reynolds family, especially after Harlow’s mother’s bad behavior earlier in the summer. Was it possible she was just a pretty diversion, continuing the attack from a closer position?

Gretchen Reynolds had already sent his mother any number of threatening notes, then followed it up with an actual robbery of his brother’s business in an attempt to get her hands on the servers hosting his mother’s campaign for borough president. It had only been the full recovery of everything taken, as well as the promise that it was an unfortunate mistake, that had kept them from taking legal action.

Had they been too hasty?

“Are you spying on my family?”

“Are Google Alerts spying?”

“They are if you use them to nose around.”

Harlow took a sip of her water before facing him full on. “Then maybe I am spying.”

He was a quick study. He’d had to be, growing up with Trent Blackstone as a father. Add on a surprising set of smarts that he let few see, and it made for an ability to outthink most situations.

But there was no outthinking Harlow Reynolds.

Something about the woman had cratered his brain the first moment he saw her, and he hadn’t fully recovered.

In a move reminiscent of Gino’s, she stretched her arm across the table, laying her palm over the back of his hand. “I don’t mean anything nefarious, nor do I wish you or your family any harm. But I am intrigued.”

“Why?”

“Look at it from my point of view.”

“I am. And all I can see is a woman trying to help her scheming mother.”

Chapter Two

Harlow snatched her hand back and ignored the warm imprint from Fender’s skin, branded against her palm. The man was a furnace. And even all that heat couldn’t come close to thawing the deep freeze in his vivid green eyes.

He was pissed.

Disappointed, too, if what she saw beneath the chill was any indication.

The look was subtle, and if she weren’t staring directly into his eyes, she’d likely have missed it. But it was there all the same. She recognized the look. Had seen it on the patrons in her gallery who missed out on a desired piece. She’d seen it in her mother’s eyes, especially when the subject of her father came up.

And it was something she saw in her own eyes more often than she cared to admit.

“I’m not helping my mother.”

“You have Google Alerts set up on other strangers?”

“Does Channing Tatum count?”

As jokes went it was lame, but it did eke out a small smile, hovering just at the edge of his lips.

“I’m not trying to cause trouble,” Harlow added, striking while she had the slightest advantage. “Nor am I in league with my mother. I’m as mortified as anyone by what she’s done. Worse, I’m mad at myself that I had no idea how deep her anger and disillusionment went.”

“Parents are human beings, too. It’s frustrating to realize that.”

More than she wanted to admit.

She’d learned the “parents are flawed” lesson from her father, but she’d persisted in believing that her mother was above the juvenile and petty.

How humbling to realize just how wrong she’d been.

She was prevented from saying anything further when Gino’s grandson filled the corner of her eye, laden with a large tray. The rich scents of oregano, cheese, and tomato sauce filled the air, ripe with the promise of an awesome lunch. He set down their plates. “Extra napkins ‘cause you’re gonna need them.”

She thanked him, amused when he lingered briefly, offering to refill their still-full drinks. It was only Fender’s sharp “we’re good for now” that had the man moving along.

The meatball sandwich beckoned, but the skepticism still emanating off Fender’s stiff frame and sullen features had her returning to their conversation. “I truly mean no harm.”

“Then why even come around? We’re the dirty family secret that lives over the bridge. I’d have thought an Upper East Side princess like yourself would prefer to stay as far away from that sordid past as possible.”

As insults went she’d heard worse, but something in the subtle sneer that tilted his lips, and the dry, knowing tone, pulled her up short. She was well aware she’d cultivated a certain life for herself. She was equally aware the Reynolds money had brought her a life of extraordinary privilege and opportunity.

But she was hardly a princess. Nor was she living a fairy-tale life.

“Stereotype much?”

“I call them like I see them.”

“Then you don’t see much.”

“Don’t I?” Fender finally leaned forward, the move so reminiscent of a jungle cat on the hunt that Harlow sat back in her seat.

“What is this really about? You can’t seriously tell me you’re here to make sure your mother doesn’t do any further harm. Most people who escape without police charges pressed after they hire someone to steal intellectual property stay far away from the individuals they wronged. Yet here you are.”

The reminder of her mother’s recent choices stung; Harlow was embarrassed by the sheer audacity of her mother’s hunt for information on Louisa Mills’s election campaign. The PI she’d hired—who’d taken it on himself to steal Landon McGee’s server—had ultimately put it back, but it hardly mattered. That she hired the man did. And Gretchen’s instructions to dig for access to Louisa’s campaign mattered even more.

How did you apologize for something like that?

The reality was that you didn’t. You just moved forward in a way that you believed was right. Even if you also knew that choice would mortify your own mother beyond belief.

“I have no other motives. I’m here to support your mother in her bid for borough president. It’s the least I can do.”

“Everyone has motives. Just because you can’t or won’t put a name on yours doesn’t mean they’re not there.”

The jungle-cat analogy wasn’t far off the mark, but Harlow had to admit there was something more. Like a shark circling or a snake waiting to strike, there was an intelligence in Fender Blackstone. An innate sense of where to hit the hardest to do damage.

And a world of secrets beneath that vivid green gaze that tugged at her, even as she knew the better choice was to run far, far away.

“Believe what you want. I have no agenda, and I certainly didn’t come here today with any hidden motives.”

“I think you have plenty. But I’m sure you’ve been paying a shrink on Fifth Avenue for years to help you figure them out. Daddy issues are a bitch.”

The words were a slap and full of such cruel innuendo, Harlow couldn’t match them to the man who sat before her.

Or to the man she’d imagined in her mind.

Somewhere in the past few weeks, she’d begun to think of him as the poor boy who grew up to be a strong man because of the love of Louisa Mills. A man who’d begun life with very little, but through the grace of a determined woman had turned his life around.

How disappointing to realize he was just an asshole. Worse, to realize just how far off the mark her initial perceptions really were.

“I’m not a liar, nor am I harboring any delusions about my mental health or my choices.” She stood and tossed her napkin on the table. “I am, however, sorely reconsidering what possibly possessed me to come to lunch.”

As closing lines went it was as prim and proper as he’d accused her of being, but she had no time to think of anything better as the urge to flee took over. She dragged her purse off the back of her chair and was halfway across the restaurant before he even mustered up her name.

Ignoring the dark, rich tones of his voice—tinged by the whiskey notes of the devil’s own hand—Harlow continued barreling out Gino’s front door.

And walked smack into a summer-afternoon rainstorm.

Rain poured from the sky like water through a sieve, and the silk dress she’d so carefully selected attached itself to her like a second skin. Her hair plastered itself to her skull as the water pounded her in roughly the same volume as the shower she’d taken that morning.

“Shit, damn, and fuck.” She muttered the words as she frantically searched for some sort of awning or overhang on the row of businesses. Nothing appeared through the deluge, but she did catch sight of a taxi, limping along in the rapid torrent. Rushing toward the curb, her heels splashing through a puddle, she flagged down the cab.

The man slowed, rolling down his window. “I’m having trouble with the car, but climb in and stay dry.”

She took the offering like the drowning rat she was and crossed through the huge puddle gathering at the gutter as she stepped into the street, water oozing through her leather pumps. She pulled open the door and dived into the backseat, ignoring the way she squeaked as she slid across the vinyl. She was in a dry place.

And away from the prying eyes of the man who was no doubt still laughing at her through Gino’s large front window.

“Can you just get to the next block?”

“Lady, I’m not sure how I got this far.”

“There’s a fifty in it if you can just get me out of sight of this restaurant.”

The avarice that quickly lit the man’s features faded at the possible slight. “What do you have against Gino?”

“Nothing. It’s the jerk I left inside his place I’m not too keen on.”

“Got it.” Unlike Fender, the cab driver took her at face value and revved the engine. “Next block, coming up.”

The taxi shuddered under the quick assault of gas before a heavy rumble seemed to emanate from beneath her seat. Harlow clutched at the door as the car lurched forward, the heat of the afternoon combined with her thorough soaking already fogging up the windows. Whether it was the force of the gas or the simple fact that the cab was done for, she had no idea, but they barely moved forward a foot. Instead, the taxi burped a final breath as it backfired before stalling out in the middle of the street.

Still in full sight of Gino’s front window.

The cab driver slammed the car into park before turning with a shrug. “Been telling my brother-in-law for three weeks she needed a tune-up. Bastard keeps ignoring me. Some people never listen.”

“No, they don’t.”

The hard knock on the window made her jump, and Fender’s muffled voice barked orders through the window. “Roll down the window.”

“Go away, Fender.”

The driver’s eyebrows shot up, the curiosity in his gaze rising. “That the jerk?”

“One and the same.”

Before she could register the shift in loyalty, the driver had the windows down; the rain had already faded into a light, half-hearted drizzle. “Stalled out.”

“I can see that.” Fender said. “I’m a mechanic.”

All loyalty now fully forgotten at the arrival of a professional, the driver was already leaping out of the car, gripes about his bastard brother-in-law drifting back through the open window.

Harlow wasn’t sure if she should laugh, cry, or sink down in the backseat, drowning in her own personal puddle of wet misery. Whatever she’d expected when she’d dressed that morning and headed out to Brooklyn, this wasn’t it.

And damn it all, she thought, as her stomach let up a cry of protest, she was still hungry.

* * *

Fender had the hood up, the slightest whip of a breeze wafting across his arms as he fiddled with the dipstick to get an oil reading. The storm had done its job, cooling off the air before the summer heat went back to work, restoring the brutal humidity likely before the day was out.

Shame the rain hadn’t done a damn thing to cool him off, or the raging attraction that whipped through him at the sight of Harlow Reynolds.

He’d watched her stalk out of Gino’s, already pissed at himself for the cruel taunts that had sent her packing. The lifelong battle between his good sense and his mouth ticked another point in the asshole column, and he figured that was the last he’d see of her.

Which was smart on her part, and served him an immeasurable heaping of cosmic justice. The first woman who’d ratcheted up his interest level beyond base attraction didn’t deserve a surly attitude and the tongue he’d honed at the knee of Trent Blackstone. He’d believed those days long gone. Had truly believed that he’d escaped all the corners of his life he’d once been backed into.

So why did Harlow Reynolds make him feel like he was right back in that narrow space, desperate for air?

He’d been so focused on Harlow—and God, she was beautiful—that the darkening sky and the world outside Gino’s hadn’t even registered until he saw her run headlong into the storm. By then it was too late to stop her.

So he’d asked Gino to box up the food, figuring he’d bring it all back to his shop and give his guys a midafternoon snack.

He’d certainly lost his appetite.

Only then the cab had let out the universal signal for machine death with its belching backfire and brought him one last chance to make up for the lunch he’d ruined. He might be an asshole, but he had a personal policy about never turning down a second chance.

Ever.

“Can you fix it?”

That husky voice rolled over him, and even though he knew he had no right to picture her naked, it made him think of cool sheets on a hot night. “Of course I can fix it.”

“What’s wrong with it?”

“For starters, I’d say this old girl hasn’t seen fresh oil in about a year.”

“Bastard!” The driver—already in a heated debate with the mysterious brother-in-law—was also closely listening to the exchange. Arms waving, the man paraded back and forth in front of Gino’s. “I told you the car needed fixing, but you don’t listen to me.”

Fender ignored the family drama playing off to the side and focused on the few other things he could diagnose without tools. “Looks like the oil change is just the beginning. Some people don’t take care of what’s theirs.”

He was well aware most people didn’t worship at the altar of the internal combustion engine as he did, but basic maintenance wasn’t too much to ask. And it certainly wasn’t too much to ask of a cab medallion owner whose business was chauffeuring people around the city.

“What else is wrong with it?” Harlow leaned in, and even through the thick scent of rain, he could smell the subtle scent of flowers.

“You know cars, Park Avenue?”

Those cornflower-blue eyes met the challenge head on, her gaze never wavering. “I know a lot of things, Coney Island. You might want to rethink your biases and expectations.”

Before he could stop her, she pressed on. “If this engine hasn’t seen an oil change in a year, and I’m more prone to give it two, then the engine is done for. The careless brother-in-law of our dear driver over there is looking at a possible thrown rod as the final death knell, along with nasty tar coating every surface in the engine. My diagnosis? Full-on failure.”

Fender wasn’t sure he’d ever heard sweeter words fall from such luscious lips, and he fought the urge to lean over and kiss her right there. Holding himself in check—barely—he decided to continue the pop quiz more out of curiosity than any desire to one-up her. “What about the backfire that echoed through half the neighborhood?”

“I’d say that was a nasty bit of bad luck caused by his engine timing being off because it’s so ruined from what used to pass for oil and is right now likely a pile of Jurassic sludge.” Harlow stood back, careful to keep her head out of the way of the hood, and dropped her hands to her hips. “But, of course, I’ll let the expert decide.”

“The expert figures you’re spot on. He also figures the bastard brother-in-law is going to try and whine to have the engine cleaned out instead of fully replaced, which is the only possible course of treatment here.”

“Buy cheap, buy often. My grandmother’s favorite line.”

Unbidden, a laugh bubbled to his lips and came out on a harsh bark. By all rights, he was lucky the woman was even still standing there with him based on his behavior over lunch. The fact that she’d taken him to task and shared a bit of homespun wisdom was too delicious to resist.

The orange sheath that had tempted him since he’d caught sight of Harlow at the Park had molded even more closely to her skin from the rain storm, offset against the smooth lines of her flesh. Her skin was pale, which was rare for this late in the summer. Was she a sun avoider? If so, it certainly didn’t give much credence to his image of her flitting her sexy ass down to the Hamptons each and every weekend.

Nor did that image match the sassy, satisfied smile that even now pushed through the former anger. That smile seemed to say, “Serves you right for underestimating me.”

And in a terribly uncomfortable moment, Fender had the sense that this woman had been underestimated more than a few times in her life. He’d experienced the same, and it hadn’t ever sat easy on his shoulders.

“I’m sorry.”

“Oh?” Those pretty eyes widened before she blinked a few times.

“What I said before. It was unkind and wrong and out of line. I am sorry for it.”

As apologies went it wasn’t particularly eloquent, but it was sincere.

“If I accept can I have my meatball sub?” She eyed the bag where he had settled it on top of a small newspaper dispenser box on the corner.

“Sure.”

“I like a man who thinks ahead. Since you remembered to grab my lunch, I think we’ll call it even.”

* * *

In what would surely be dubbed the strangest date—if you could call it that—she’d ever had, Harlow found herself staring at the side of a tow truck ten minutes later, a half-eaten meatball sub in hand. She and Fender had taken seats at a small table in front of Gino’s, freshly wiped down by Gino himself. “Blackstone’s Auto Body” was painted on the side of the tow truck, with a phone number, address, and website she promised herself she’d look up later. The guy who’d driven it over helped Fender load the dead cab onto the back, the two of them making various adjustments to the chains as the car slowly lifted.

She wanted to be irritated. Hell, she’d been spitting mad a half hour before. But something in the way the man moved had her interested despite herself.

And he’d apologized.

It had been gruff, tinged with the clear edges of embarrassment, but the apology had been honest. She valued relatively few things in other people—it kept her expectations in check and her emotions out of the equation—but honesty was one of them.

Since she’d hung around to eat her lunch instead of immediately calling a car to take her back over the bridge, Gino had insisted on remaking subs for her to take back to work. When he handed over the white paper bag, his eyes were bright.

“A new sandwich for your friend.”

Harlow glanced down at her plate and mentally groaned as the thought passed her mind that she might keep the second sub for herself. And she wasn’t even finished with the first. “You’re too sweet. And you didn’t need to make me another sandwich. I still have to get back to work. The other one would have kept just fine.”

“New customers get fresh. Sauce is on the side. Heat it up and the sandwich will be good as new.” He winked at her. “Plus, now you’ll come back.”

“I don—”

Gino shot a speculative glance at the truck where Fender and his staffer finished loading the cab. “That’s a good boy over there. He’s mouthy and more than a little rough, but he’s okay. Louisa did right by him and he does right by her. You understand?”

“Sure.”

Gino winked. “Good.”

Before she could even ask what that had to do with anything, the older man was off, hollering orders as he walked back through the door of his shop.

“You have a fan.” Fender strolled over and tapped the top of the white bag. “Gino doesn’t make seconds for just anybody.”

“I’ve already considered bypassing both my benevolence and my good sense and keeping this one all to myself. Jennifer can get her own lunch.”

“I like your style, Park Avenue.”

She’d blame it on the rapidly reheating air and rising humidity. Would tell herself later that the only reason her skin felt too tight and her breath caught in her throat was because of the weather. And recognize fully that for a woman who valued honesty, those lame excuses were the antithesis.

As she stared at Fender Blackstone, backlit by summer sunlight, she had to admit the man did things to her. He drew her in.

He challenged her.

He fascinated her.

Most of all, he made her think.

“I should get back.”

“I guess you should.”

His gaze stayed steady on hers and it was only the ping of her phone, alerting her that the car service she’d secured was a few minutes away, that broke the moment.

“Sounds like your cue.” Fender said. “I’ll wait with you at the curb.”

His attention was subtle but noticeable and she realized she’d never been so aware of another person. Even if she included the men she’d dated in the past, none of them had made her feel like this.

Several comments hovered at her lips, including the crazy thought to ask the man to dinner, but she voiced none of them. Instead, she went straight back to what still felt like unfinished business.

“Why did you apologize before? You don’t strike me as someone who does that very often.”

Something skittered beneath that vivid green before his gaze shuddered. “Because I’m an asshole?”

“That’s too easy.”

He shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. But the daddy issues comment was a low blow, even for me.”

“Okay then.” She lifted her purse to her shoulder and secured the bag of sandwiches. “Thanks for lunch.”

Harlow was nearly to the waiting car when Fender’s voice whipped out behind her. “I underestimated you.”

Of all the things he might have said, that one was a surprise. She stopped and turned to face him. “You think so?”

“I know so.”

“And that’s why you apologized?”

He shrugged, but somewhere in the casual, offhand motion, Harlow glimpsed the good man Gino spoke of. Maybe it was the earnestness in his bottle-green gaze. Or the way that gaze stayed steady on hers, in full ownership of his apology. Or maybe it was simply a sixth sense that telegraphed the sheer awareness she felt around him.

“I took a cheap, easy shot because it was there. You deserve better.”

“Maybe we both do.”

Chapter Three

Harlow rarely pushed where she wasn’t welcome. She’d been schooled in propriety and decorum from an early age, and she avoided inappropriate social situations like the plague.

So why was she so insistent on keeping up with the family of Louisa Mills?

The search engine alerts had picked up steam over the past few days, and with each link she saw more and more evidence of Louisa’s dedication to the people of Brooklyn. The woman attended rallies and participated in debates. She had even gone to help with a playground repair in Red Hook.

Each was detailed by the press.

And each story found its way to Harlow’s email inbox.

“Just turn them off, Reynolds. You’re not welcome or needed there. Walk away.” With purposeful keystrokes, she hit delete on the alert, toggling out of her email and into a spreadsheet on the gallery’s latest exhibit.

The artist had been so temperamental and difficult it was practically cliché, but oh, had he delivered. His large, lush oil paintings were a throwback to an earlier era, yet he’d infused the work with the current and the whimsical. A gothic cathedral rose up in frame, meticulously detailed, while a pretzel cart, a food truck, and a dog walker dragging a small herd of furry companions stole the foreground.

Each piece was more creative than the last, something large and imposing seemingly the subject of the piece only to be offset by reminders of modern times.

Her favorite was the imposing bridge, stretching out into the darkness, a thick, chugging commuter boat taking up the foreground. You could even see several of the passengers, some with earbuds in their ears as they focused on phones in their hands, some laughing and talking, some reading papers.

The detail was exquisite; the juxtaposition even more so.

Each seemed to say the old and the new could coexist. The lavish and the mundane each had a place. The grand and the ordinary were all precious and unique.

It was silly, her attachment to the work, but each sale they’d made had taken a small piece of her heart. The work had spoken to her from the first, and it was only recently, with this issue with her mother, that she had begun to understand why.

For reasons that still eluded Harlow, her mother’s recent actions against Louisa Mills had churned up a surprising well of emotions. Feelings she’d believed long buried had been unearthed for review and examination. Worst of all, she’d been forced to see her mother in a new light—one that illuminated a side of Gretchen Reynolds that seemed brittle and broken.

Was it any wonder she wanted to understand it better?

She’d spent her life in a rare position—a privileged existence that she understood came with opportunity and responsibility—and she’d always worked to be worthy of her life.

Yet in the midst of it all, she’d always believed she could blend. That she wasn’t defined by her upbringing. More, that she could be considerably more than a wealthy stereotype. But perhaps she’d been deluding herself.

Her lunch with Fender Blackstone the day before had suggested otherwise.

While he hadn’t dismissed her, he wasn’t comfortable with her. Nor did he seem to appreciate her genuine desire to make things right after her mother’s actions. She might have been okay with both of those things. What she couldn’t quite reconcile was the whirling sense of attraction that seemed to take her over when she thought of him.

He did apologize.

That thought had kept her steady company as the events of the previous day played over and over in her mind. And it was the only reason she could fathom for the small well of hope that seemed determined to linger when she thought about the man.

He’d called her a few weeks before. He’d surprised her, catching her near the end of a workout on the treadmill, trying to gauge her temperature over the long-finished relationship between her father and his mother. By the time her brain had slowed enough to realize the call was hinting at a date, she’d gotten a bit between her teeth. Which always seemed to happen when talk veered to her father.

So even with the intimation of a date—one she was more than interested in having—she’d rebuffed him.

“You sure you didn’t know what your mother was doing? Weren’t supporting her in some way?” Fender had asked.

“I said I wasn’t.”

“Sure. Right. But it was your father my mother had the affair with. You don’t have some vendetta like your mother?”

As questions went, it wasn’t entirely unfair. But it pinched all the same. That ever-present reality of just how deeply her father’s infidelity had affected all of them.

“My father was a lot of things, but faithful wasn’t one of them. He cheated on my mother and, by extension, my brother and I. I came to accept that a long time ago.”

“Why accept it?”

“Because my parents won’t define me or my perception of the world. They made their own choices, I make mine.”

She’d used the line before. Often, actually, to the point it had become her personal litany.

“Nice thought. Putting it into practice isn’t quite so easy.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. I practice it every day.”

“Maybe you can tell me about it sometime over a glass of wine.”

“Let’s make it whiskey and I’ll tell you when I think you’re ready to believe me.

She’d given it a beat, determined to close the call with the upper hand.

“Goodnight, Fender Blackstone.”

The memory was interrupted by a brisk knock on her door, and she glanced up to see her office manager, Jennifer, standing in the doorway. “Daphne Rossi and Emma Vandenburg are here to see you. They mentioned something about their future mother-in-law, Louisa Mills? I thought maybe it was a referral, or something you’d set up yourself.”

Their mother-in-law?

She’d met Daphne during the mess with her own mother last month, when the Brooklyn-based detective had overseen the break-in at Landon McGee’s office. Daphne and Landon were a couple? Harlow caught up quickly and figured things had turned romantic for the two of them, shocked when a small shot of envy snaked through her chest.

And Emma, too? She’d seen the alerts about Emma Vandenburg and her recent engagement to Louisa’s other son, Nick Kelley.

“Of course. Send them in please.”

With the wild sense that she’d somehow conjured up Louisa’s family from the ether, she stood and waited for the two women, curious as to what this was possibly about.

She didn’t have to wait long. Daphne and Emma filled the space, their smiles bright and their voices animated as they immediately launched into their excitement over the work out in the main gallery The petite blonde she recognized as Emma spoke first. “That’s Johnson Dellaport’s work out front?”

“It is.” Harlow nodded before gesturing them in. “His show has generated a lot of excitement.”

“I can see why. His work is amazing.” The woman who spoke moved in closer, her arm outstretched. “I’m Emma Vandenburg.”

Her companion extended her hand in turn, the tall, athletic build and dark eyes offset by a warm smile. “Daphne Rossi. It’s nice to see you again.”

“You too, Detective.” The flash of a solitaire at on Daphne’s left hand confirmed Harlow’s first assessment. “It sounds like congratulations are in order.” When a matched inspection of Emma’s left hand produced comparable results, Harlow added, “For you both.”

Between Emma’s excitement for Johnson’s work and the feminine chatter over wedding planning, conversation flowed easily enough. Jennifer had wheeled in a coffee service for everyone, and Harlow was amazed when a half hour later she was pouring herself a second cup.

She was used to this. The friendly, easy banter. Spending time with clients was part of her job, and she was good at it. While she’d always used the time in genuine interest and attentiveness, she rarely enjoyed the time as much as she had with Daphne and Emma.

It had certainly helped that the conversation was balanced between the three of them. Both women discussed their upcoming weddings, but they’d been equally interested in her work, Johnson’s show, and events she had scheduled at the gallery in the coming months.

Daphne stood and poured a fresh cup of coffee. “I think it’s time we came clean, Em.”

Come clean?

Before Harlow could question the comment, a decided blush crept up Emma’s neck, painting her cheeks a rosy pink. “There’s nothing to come clean about.”

Harlow straightened her cup, shifting the handle to a precise, ninety-degree angle, suddenly dreading why they were here. And more than a little mad at herself for being lulled into a false sense of security. “What’s going on? Has my mother done something again?”

“No.” Emma shook her head. “Nothing like that.”

“Then what is it?” Puzzled, Harlow’s gaze veered between the two women, unable to miss the twin looks of guilt stamped on their faces.

“Well, it’s just that Park Heights isn’t all that big,” Daphne started.

Not that big? Were they talking about the same place? While she’d own the fact that she spent little time in the other boroughs of New York, technically, they were all one big city. Brooklyn was as much a part of New York as the island of Manhattan. Add on the Bronx, Queens, and Staten Island, and no one Harlow had ever met had suggested life in New York mirrored small-town living. “Brooklyn is home to several million people.”

“Yeah,” Daphne hedged. “But Park Heights is different.”

“Only because your mother’s kitchen is one of the key nodes on the Park Heights grapevine.” Emma pointed out.

“Which only reinforces my point,” Daphne said.

“What point?” Harlow wondered what the two of them were possibly after. Or what any of this had to do with her.

“We heard you had a date with Fender yesterday.” Emma blurted her statement out in a rush.

That was why they were here?

A distinctly uncomfortable flush crept up Harlow’s chest, and she fought the urge to snag the small shrug off the back of her chair to cover up. “I’m not sure I’d call yesterday a date. We had lunch.”

The not-so-subtle eye contact between Daphne and Emma ended as Daphne’s full attention swung toward Harlow. “You both had meatball subs at Gino’s.”

“I respect your detecting skills, but we didn’t eat. We got about as far as getting the subs laid down on the table before he picked a fight.”

“Gino had it right.” Emma added a knowing nod to the stage whisper.

Daphne pressed on. “But then he chased you out onto the sidewalk, right?”

The flush Harlow desperately wanted to cover grew warmer. “No one chased me anywhere.”

“But you got caught in the thunderstorm?” Emma seemed confused. “The one that hit right after lunch?”

Since it had taken Harlow nearly two hours to dry out, the memory was still more than a little fresh. “Who told you this?”

“Everyone—,” Daphne said.

Emma’s more diplomatic comment of, “Mrs. Weston,” layered over Daphne’s.

“Look, I’m really not sure this was worthy of a special trip or taking the afternoon off, but I’m afraid I have to disappoint you. Nothing happened yesterday.”

“You had a date with Fender. The whole neighborhood knows and can’t stop talking about it. The sexy blonde with the killer legs.”

While she suspected she wasn’t the first blonde—or brunette or redhead, for that matter—to catch Fender Blackstone’s eye, Harlow couldn’t fully deny the shot of warmth at Daphne’s statement. And unlike the embarrassed flush that was finally fading, this one spoke of sheer pleasure.

She’d done her level best not to think of yesterday as a date. Especially when it had gone so sideways so quickly.

But to be the subject of hometown gossip?

She’d be lying to herself if she didn’t stop and enjoy it for a moment.

“Surely I’m not the first woman he’s had lunch with. What’s the big deal?”

“The big deal is the way he looks at you.”

Emma’s words were quiet, but they packed a wallop.

“He doesn’t look at me.”

“He sort of does.” Daphne added. “In a way that everyone’s noticed. Landon saw it, too.”

While the rapid shift in topic from weddings and gallery showings to Fender had caught her off guard, Harlow thought she was hanging in there admirably, so it was humbling to get knocked right back down. “I’ve only met him a few times. Twice, actually.”

“It only took once.” Emma said.

“Sparks fly off you two,” Daphne added. “So Emma and I got curious. And, well . . . we wanted to help.”

“Not that you need it,” Emma added in a rush.

“Help me with what?”

“We thought we could help you scale the concrete wall.”

Once again confused, Harlow could only think that she’d fallen into a dream. Or had simply continued on in the surreal one that had started with her near-drowning in a Brooklyn thunderstorm. “What wall?”

Emma spoke first. “The one around his heart.”

* * *

Fender strode into the End Zone, the bad mood that had ridden him for the past twenty-four hours still on him like a rash. He’d been a bastard yesterday. A raging, asshole of a bastard who had lashed out at Harlow Reynolds in what could only be described as the height of fuckwittery.

And he’d apologized, damn it.

But that hadn’t made him feel any better. Especially after he’d told her she deserved better, and she landed that damn closing line of hers before she marched toward her Uber like a queen.

“Maybe we both do.”

What in the hell did that mean?

And, he lamented, recounting the haunting image of how she looked bent over the front of the dead cab, how was it possible the woman could look as ripe and delicious as a piece of summer fruit and stand there lecturing him about engine failure?

Who did that?

“Take your scary mug and shitty attitude out of my bar. You want to ruin happy hour for me?”

Fender glanced over Nick’s head at the clock on the wall behind the bar. “Happy hour’s two hours away.”

“I like to be prepared.”

Fender grabbed a stool opposite Nick and stared over the dark, polished wood. “Fuck prepared.”

“Something really does have you in a mood.”

“I’ve been working my ass off.”

“So you decided to knock off early?” Nick polished glasses as he pulled them from a large plastic drying tray, setting each one neatly on the gantry above the bar.

“That’s not a crime, is it? I’m a business owner. I can come and go as I please. Especially after I replaced two sets of brakes yesterday, cleaned a thoroughly corroded engine until around midnight, and was right back at it again this morning at six.”

“And yet you still had time to take Harlow Reynolds out on a date?” The question was casual, and Nick never broke his rhythm between the polish and the lift of one glass and the next.

“Damn straight, I—what?”

“You. The incredibly attractive Harlow. And a date at Gino’s.”

“It wasn’t a date.”

“Was that before or after she walked out on your surly ass and straight into the rain? Left a damn fine meatball sub behind, the way I hear it. You must have really pissed her off.”

Although Fender was well acquainted with the Park Heights gossip train—especially since he grew up in one of its depots and then went and got himself a brother who owned a second one—but this was more than even he’d expected.

“Who told you this?”

“Mrs. Weston, when Emma and I went over to Mom’s for dinner. It was then repeated throughout last evening as I worked the late crowd, with Patty finally marking down the number of times your date with the attractive Miss Reynolds was mentioned on one of the chalkboards.”

Fender followed the direction of Nick’s pointed glass to the last chalkboard on the wall, next to a well-punished dartboard. A series of hash marks—was that actually four sets of five?—filled the corner.

“You have got to be kidding me.”

Nick set another glass above his head. “I guess that’s why you were hiding out with your corroded engine.”

“Fuck you, Kelley.”

“Actually, Blackstone. I think that’s your problem.”

Whatever easy camaraderie he’d expected when he’d decided to hit up his brother for a beer and a plate of deep-fried food was nowhere in sight. “I’ll get out of your happy way then.”

“You sure?”

Nick’s voice remained even and steady, and it was obvious he’d decided to ignore the bad mood.

“Of course I’m sure.”

“Then you won’t care about the fact that Emma and Daphne sat at that table right over there for an early lunch.” Nick pointed once again in the direction of the dartboard and a small two-top that sat a few feet beyond it. “Huddled with Patty for what seemed like an hour. I swore the three of them cackled, but Emma primly informed me that I needed to get my head out of my ass.”

“Where it so often rests.”

“Not dignifying that with a comment. Especially since I’m enjoying just how clueless you are about all of this.”

“I’m not—” Fender broke off and sighed. He normally enjoyed the upper hand with both of his brothers, so the fact that Nick had it now meant he’d do well to shut up and listen. “What’s going on? Doesn’t Daphne have a case she has to work on? And isn’t your fiancée busy making beer? And what the hell is your best barmaid doing lounging during the lunch hour?”

“Daphne and Emma are both entitled to a day off. And I stopped telling Patty what to do about three minutes after I hired her.”

His future sisters-in-law weren’t what anyone would call lazy—neither was Nick’s chief barmaid—so Fender gave them a collective pass. “Fine. Summer day. I’d play hooky, too. But what does any of this have to do with me?”

“Can’t say, exactly. But Emma and Daphne were cooking up something with all the finesse of Lucy and Ethel. Went racing out of here, too.”

“Where are they going?”

“My guess?”

Fender looked into the familiar blue eyes and fought the rising sense of disorientation. “Lay it on me.”

“I believe there was some mention of heading into the city for the day.”

“To shop?”

Nick shook his head as he set another glass overhead. “Doubtful.”

“Why?”

“Daphne mentioned something about an art gallery exhibit she wanted to see.”

The dark mood that had followed Fender for the better part of a day shifted, leaving a strange catch in his chest in its wake.

They’d gone to see Harlow?

Nick continued, “I couldn’t quite make it all out beyond the cackling, which, of course, they will deny ever happened, but I think they mentioned something about pleading your case.”

“For what?”

“Last time any of us checked, you don’t make it a habit to insult women to the point they’re driven to run out in a thunderstorm. I think Daphne and Emma wanted to make sure any potentially interested parties understood that.”

Fender rubbed a hand over his now-shaken gut. Daphne and Emma went to bat for him? While he hardly needed the help—he was responsible for his actions—he was undone by the idea that his brothers’ future wives thought that much of him.

“I apologized to Harlow.” The comment was unduly gruff, even for him, but he couldn’t quite shake off his surprise at the ready defense.

Nor could he deny how good her name felt rolling off his tongue.

“Then why did she still leave?”

“She had to get back to work. So did I.”

“Fair.”

It was fair. And the truth. They were busy people with busy lives.

Fender shot a dark look at his brother, suspicion stealing over his thoughts. “So why do you look so smug?”

“This is my knowledgeable bartender look. I’ve had to develop it as the proprietor of the End Zone.”

“You’ve got all the answers today.”

“I guess I do.” Nick set the towel down and leaned forward, his gaze never wavering. “So I’ll give you one more.”

“What’s that?”

“They’re doing emergency construction on the Q-train tracks today. I’d take the 5 into the city if I were you.”

* * *

“Invitations are out for the September show.” Jennifer bustled into the office, her focus on her tablet and not on Harlow’s still shell-shocked face.

Shell-shocked.

Gob-smacked.

Blown away.

Each came to mind as Harlow continued to process her visit from Daphne Rossi and Emma Vandenburg.

“I also confirmed your lecture in a few weeks at the Renoir symposium. And once I leave here, I’m going to make that final payment on the rental furniture from Johnson’s showing. I still say we should save the expense and buy some of those high-top cocktail tables ourselves.”

Harlow continued to pace her office, the nervous energy that had filled her since her visitors left had not quite dissipated yet.

“Har?”

“What?”

“Harlow!”

She finally stopped and turned to face Jennifer. “Invites. Lecture. Tables. I’ve got it.”

“Is everything all right?”

“Of course.”

“Did something happen with those women? They seemed nice enough but, well—” Jennifer broke off, frowning.

“They were lovely women.”

“If you’re sure.”

Harlow wasn’t quite sure about anything any longer. She was prevented from saying anything by the subtle buzz of the gallery entrance.

“I’ll be right back.”

“I can do it.” Harlow offered.

Jennifer handed over her tablet, pointing toward her ever-present list. “You look at what’s left, and I’ll cover the front.”

With nothing to do but follow orders, Harlow read the first few lines on the tablet, then scrolled through the rest of Jennifer’s list. She still had to decide on a speaking engagement that would be good for the gallery and her reputation, but that would force her to be nice to a childhood nemesis. And the gift she’d ordered for her brother’s birthday had arrived damaged, so Jennifer had helpfully added the note to swing by the retailer’s Madison Avenue location to get the wallet replaced. The last thing on the list read Mom.

Harlow had added it herself, a reminder to check in with Gretchen Reynolds and confirm she hadn’t made any additional attempts to contact Louisa Mills. The entry had been made before her visit to Brooklyn—before Fender’s drubbing over spying on his family—and she’d likely have already heard about it if her mother hadn’t stuck to her promises, but it still paid to stay on top of the situation.

Harlow had no interest in seeing her mother turn into some sort of weird criminal. And she loved Gretchen. It bothered her to think her mother still struggled to move on with her life. Her father clearly hadn’t been the ideal spouse, but he’d been gone a long time. What would it be like to live with that much bitterness and lingering anger?

Kincaide Reynolds had done a number on all of them. While she’d chafed at the suggestion—and would rather walk naked through Times Square than admit it—Harlow was well aware “daddy issues” wasn’t exactly an empty jab. Hers were couched deeply in a polite veneer that doubled as guarded wariness, but they were there all the same.

Jennifer knocked on the door, amusement riding high in her eyes. “I guess it’s the day for visitors.”

“Who’s here?”

“Why don’t I just send him in instead?”

Jennifer disappeared as fast as she showed up. In a matter of moments, Fender stood in her place, an elegant bottle of whisky in hand. He lifted the peace offering—one of her personal favorites—a small smile quirking his lips. “I guess I’m ready to believe you.”

Chapter Four

She really was beautiful. This was the third time he’d seen her, and the gut punch grew more intense each time.

Which shouldn’t be a surprise, but it was.

Like whatever he had in his mind couldn’t come anywhere close to reality.

“So you remember our conversation?” A tiny light filled the vivid blue of her eyes.

Fender hefted the bottle a few inches, his voice casual. “I hope this’ll do?”

Although he’d moved well past the rotgut stage of his alcohol consumption, Fender knew when he was out of his depth. He’d always been more a beer man, and when Harlow had laid down the whiskey challenge, he had begun to discreetly question Nick about good brands. He’d couched it in some lame excuse about buying a bottle for a vendor, but his brother had come through.

The black-and-gold label captured her attention as she slipped around her desk. “That’ll more than do.”

She gestured to a small seating area near the back of her office. “Why don’t we grab a seat and I’ll get us a few glasses.”

“You can knock off work?”

“It’s a bit past four and we both got an early start. Since we’ve been quiet today, Jennifer and I were going to take advantage of the summer lull and get out of here.”

Quiet? Had Nick been wrong about Daphne and Emma making a visit?

“In fact, let me just tell Jennifer to lock up when she leaves.”

Fender gave himself a quick moment to watch her go, her slim form clad in another vividly colored dress. Green this time, a shade that made him think of ripe limes and margaritas. He then took advantage of the alone time to peruse her office, an image of those killer legs keeping him company.

Her desk was meticulously neat, a laptop and a small box to collect papers the only items on the surface. A large bookshelf stood sentinel behind the desk, oversized volumes on art laid sideways and stacked on each shelf.

Fender read the spines. Chagall, da Vinci, Rafael. Renaissance, Baroque, Modern. He knew what they were—could vaguely draw up an image of what he thought each period stood for—but the fundamental nature of what she did was foreign to him.

People cared about this stuff. They bought it, displayed it, sold it. They drank wine around it and talked about the artist’s intention. He wanted to appreciate it—and he certainly appreciated anyone who worked hard—but it seemed so foreign and untouchable.

And, on some level, a waste.

There were people who went without food, yet paintings sold for millions of dollars. Even the few pieces he’d seen out front had hefty enough price tags on them, at fifty thousand a pop.

“You don’t look like a man about to enjoy a fine glass of whiskey.”

The husky tones and the subtle clink of glasses had him turning from his perusal of her shelves.

“I’m game if you are.”

Something flickered across her face, but vanished as she pasted on a large smile. “Oh, I’m game.”

The seating area included a meeting table and Harlow set the thick-cut glass tumblers on it. He had a vision of her writing up deals at that table and couldn’t help but compare the elegant room to his battered hole of an office where he wrote up invoices, ordered inventory, and meticulously paid his bills each month.

“Fender?”

“You’ve got a sweet setup in here. Cool and elegant.”

“Thank you. I was fortunate to find this job straight out of school. A few years later the owner was looking to retire, and he made me a full partner and allowed me to buy in. We’ve represented some of the country’s finest up-and-coming artists. I love knowing I had a hand in that.”

“Is that what’s up out front?”

“Yes. It’s Johnson Dellaport’s work. Your future sister-in-law seemed quite taken with it.”

“My—” He nodded, any hope Emma and Daphne might have just gone into the city for a day of shopping fading away.

“So Lucy and Ethel were here?”

“Lucy and—” She smiled broadly, catching the joke. “Yes, they were. Both of them.”

“Whatever they said, I’m sorry.”

“I’m not.”

He twisted the cap off the bottle, the heavy aroma of the whiskey rising toward him. For the briefest moment, he was transported back nearly three decades, the thick, peaty scent seeming to close in on him.

“Bring me that glass.”

“It’s yucky.”

“Bring it!”

When he’d protested once more, he’d gotten a smack for his insolence as his old man shoved the glass under his nose.

“This is what a man drinks. It’s what you’ll drink.”

He’d been no more than five or six, but that night had started something. For years, his father deliberately forced Fender to pour him a glass of something off the kitchen counter or risk a beating. Most nights he complied. Every so often he tested the old man, just for spite. Once he was old enough to run the neighborhood, he just stayed out until the old man went out himself, or was already too blind drunk to notice Fender had returned home.

“Fender?”

The memory still lodged in his throat, he managed to pull himself back to the present. He was pleased when his voice came out relatively level. “What did they say?”

“I can’t divulge the secrets of the sisterhood. But I will say this . . .” She hesitated a moment, as if weighting her comments. “Emma and Daphne are incredible women. They love your family and they want good things for all of you.”

“And they didn’t harass you?”

“Not at all. That job belongs solely to you.”

“I apologized—”

She smiled, clearly enjoying having the upper hand. “I know you did. And I accept it.”

Fender kept quiet, the weird memory of his father more unsettling than he wanted to admit. He’d anticipated this moment the entire trip into the city. He imagined sharing the drink with her. Getting to know her better. Maybe even asking her to go to dinner.

Instead he’d been slammed with a shitty memory of his father and the very real mystery of what Emma and Daphne said to her.

It was a weird dance, he could admit to himself. He understood attraction and, like most men, had always reveled in the chase. But something here was different. He’d been attracted before. And he’d been interested before.

But, fuck it all, he’d never been so off his game before.

A part of him was desperate to get the hell out of there and crawl back to his own corner, yet he kept coming back out, more than ready to go another round.

Hell, anticipating another round.

“I am sorry. I was out of line yesterday.”

Those vivid blue eyes softened, the light of victory shifting to something else.

Acceptance.

“It’s forgotten. Now. Let’s enjoy this very fine drink, and you can tell me just how close I was on yesterday’s diagnosis of the cab.”

* * *

Walls. Daphne and Emma had spoken of them, especially the one that surrounded Fender’s heart. Although she’d had limited exposure to the man, Harlow had to admit she thought the assessment missed the mark. He didn’t have walls so much as he had carefully placed landmines, designed to protect him should anyone get too close.

The man was clearly capable of love. The way he spoke of his mother and brothers, the crazy boarder who lived in his mother’s house, and even his soon-to-be sisters-in-law showed that he loved.

It was the distance he created between himself and everyone else that fascinated her.

She also hadn’t missed the slight emotional trips when he first arrived, or the more sizeable stumble when he twisted open the whiskey.

Who are you, Fender Blackstone?

She wanted to know the answers. And, as she sat there opposite him in her office, Harlow had to admit that she was intrigued.

“I’ve already stroked your ego by confirming that your diagnosis of the cab was completely accurate, except for the thrown rod. Now I want you to answer a question for me.”

She took a sip of her whiskey, the taste on her tongue that ethereal mix of solid flavor and smoky mist. “Sure.”

“How do you know so much about cars?”

“Sexist much?”

“Nope.” He shook his head. “That’s an easy cop-out. Of course there are women who know cars. One of my best mechanics in the shop is Annie Foreman. The woman knows her way around an engine and can balance an alignment so tight the car can practically drive itself. You, Ms. Reynolds, aren’t a mechanic.”

“I like cars.”

“And?”

He waited for her answer, and in a strange twist, Harlow admitted to herself she wanted to share it.

“And when I was fourteen it was a way to torment my mother. I signed up for mechanics as my high-school elective and was hooked. I stuck with it all four years.”

Fender glanced around the office, his gaze settling on a Chagall print she’d always loved. “But you like art.”

“Can’t I like art and cars?”

He sat forward in his chair, his leg bouncing. She’d noticed it over lunch and had now seen it throughout their shared drink. The man was unable to sit still.

His legs moved. Or his fingers rat-a-tat-tatted over his thighs. Or his foot moved up and back against the base of her table. The rhythm kept changing, but the underlying reason remained the same.

He was restless.

“I’m not really a Neanderthal.”

“I didn’t suggest you were.”

“No, but for reasons I can’t quite get a grip on, it keeps on happening around you. The attitude yesterday over lunch. The questions that sound like I’m a garden-variety asshat about to start mansplaining to you. I don’t mean it.”

“Then why do it?”

“You’re a puzzle.”

Her glass hit the top of the marble table with a hard, inelegant clunk. “What you see is what you get.”

“No.” He waved that off. “I’m not buying that one.”

“I’m not a liar.” The words were quiet, yet they came out with a force that surprised even her.

“I’m not suggesting you are. But you are guarded.” He stilled, his gaze direct. “It’s a trait I respect. People are too quick to spill their guts every chance they get.”

She’d often thought the same. Some of the conversations she’d had at this very table had proven that. A client would come in to buy a piece of work, or an artist would come in to sign a contract, and in moments she was hearing dark, personal secrets of the sort she’d think twice about sharing with her best friend.

Marital problems. Job woes. Illness. She’d gotten it all and then some.

People were entitled to their problems—she had her own and had no desire to be judged for them—but she wasn’t quick to lay them on the table.

“What do you think about the whiskey?”

It was an awkward topic change, but he seemed to take it in stride. “I like it, and I didn’t expect to.”

“What do you prefer?”

“Beer. Any flavor, imported or domestic. Beer is life and it fits every occasion. A reward for a hard day. The perfect accompaniment to picnics and ball games. And an easy, smooth partner to a burger.”

“You’ve given this some thought.”

“And more than a few brain cells.” He shot her a wicked grin that hit her low in the belly. That smile was lethal, especially to the full-on recipient of it. Cocky and arrogant, with just the right touch of eager schoolboy to balance it out.

It was alluring. And curious that she saw the boy still stamped in the smile. She’d have thought any hint of that boy was long gone.

While nothing had been said, Daphne and Emma’s ready defense of Fender, as well as the fact of his adoption as an older child, suggested he’d had a difficult go of things.

What had he seen? Or, worse, what had he survived?

The thought was at odds with the strong, virile man who sat opposite her, yet it made her wonder all the same. Well aware it was none of her business, she sought safer ground.

“You must be over the moon your brother is marrying into a brewery.”

“To his highschool chem partner, of all things.”

“Seriously?”

“Nick might not have realized the gem he had on his hands then, but he’s making up for lost time.”

“It’s the rare sixteen-year-old who has that level of clarity.”

“Truth.” He clinked his glass against hers.

Quiet descended once more, giving her a moment to consider her next move. She wanted to get to know him better. Of that she had no doubt. But what was a reasonable expectation? They might enjoy each other for a few weeks, but there wasn’t any realistic scenario where they would go beyond an affair.

His mother and her father had seen to that, and then her mother had sealed the deal with her random attacks earlier in the summer.

There was too much baggage and far too sordid a history between their families to think there could be anything more.

Which seemed like a shame.

If a woman could navigate around those landmines, Fender Blackstone struck her as a man well worth the dangerous effort.

* * *

Fender itched to trace the long, slender path of her biceps muscle. It was the latest charged idea to cross his mind as woman and whiskey continued hazing his thoughts.

He wasn’t drunk—he refused to lose his wits on general principle—but he would definitely own punchy.

And intrigued.

The physical was appealing, no doubt. That endless dance between two attracted people never disappointed or grew old.

But it was fascinating to realize how much of the woman added to the entire package. The amazing body was the least of her attributes when compared to the quick humor and whip-smart intelligence. Combine them all, and Harlow Reynolds was positively lethal.

“So tell me why you don’t like art.”

His gaze shot around the room before settling back on hers.

Point Reynolds.

“I do like art. Norman Rockwell had some nice stuff. Michelangelo knows his way around ceilings and slabs of marble. Even that dude who cut off his ear.”

“Van Gogh.”

“Yeah. I remember studying him in school.”

“Name one of his paintings.”

Fender’s mind went blank, the only thing filling it up was his deep discussion after class with Landon and Nick about how one would actually go about cutting off his own ear.

“I got nothing.”

“The Starry Night is particularly nice. We can go see it at the MoMA sometime.”

“There’ll be a sometime?”

“If you play your cards right.”

Their phone call—and the promise at the end—came back to him. He was loath to alter the subtle truce that seemed to have descended between them, but he was equally unwilling to prolong time spent together in tense wondering.

His mother and her father had a history. And while it wasn’t his history—it had happened before Louisa came into his life—it was Harlow’s. She would have been young but alive when Mama Lou was involved with Kincaide Reynolds.

He’d struggled with the news of his mother’s involvement with a married man when it had come to light at the start of the summer. Had been surprised to realize how hard it was to accept his mother had made a poor choice. One that had an impact on an entire family.

But he’d also made peace with it.

Although they hadn’t discussed it at length, Nick and he had been of similar minds: Her relationship had happened before they became a family and, in the end, the experience was something their mother had to live with and move beyond.

One that she had moved beyond.

In his entire life since Mama Lou had come into it, Fender could count on one hand how many dates she’d been on. Whatever had driven her from her high-powered life in Manhattan, back over the bridge to the neighborhood she grew up in, had changed her priorities. As a recipient of that change, he found it hard to argue with the results.

Landon had been the one to struggle with the news. When the affair had surfaced, his brother had been forced to accept his adoptive mother had made a poor choice, more like Landon’s biological mother, even if the choices weren’t as chronic. He and Mama Lou had worked through it—Daphne had certainly helped—and Fender was glad to see them both come out the other side.

So if they were all okay with it, why was he so convinced no one was okay with it? Or would suddenly stop being okay with it if he started something with Harlow Reynolds.

“What are you doing with me?” he asked.

“Having a drink.”

He nearly called her on the joke when she held up a hand. “I know what you’re asking. And the best I can say, without humor or evasion, is having a drink.”

“The backstory between us is pretty significant.”

“A story neither of us had a hand in writing,” she said.

“Maybe not, but that doesn’t change anything.”

“No,” Harlow picked up her glass, the flash of light off the crystal illuminating her deep blue gaze. “It doesn’t.”

So why not walk away, Blackstone? Neither of you has any skin in the game yet. A killer pair of legs and a streak of attraction isn’t a relationship. It was barely the basis for one.

Walk.

A smart man would do that. A smarter man wouldn’t have even tempted fate by coming here.

He’d always considered himself a smart man, so the fact that he couldn’t tear his eyes off her didn’t bode well for his future.

Neither did the overwhelming urge to kiss her.

“I should get going.”

“Does this mean you believe me now?”

That vivid-blue gaze remained steady on him. Taking his measure? Looking for the truth? Fender suspected the answer lay somewhere in between.

So it was funny to realize that he did believe her. Whatever deeds of her mother had brought her into his orbit, they were just that: actions perpetrated by Gretchen Reynolds.

The fact that he wanted her to stay in that orbit was another matter entirely.

With that beating at the forefront of his thoughts, he stood. “Thanks for the drink.”

“I’ll walk you out.”

Harlow moved in front of him, heading toward the exit and the smart man inside warred with the man who’d just spent the past hour with an amazing woman.

Before he could check the impulse, his hand snaked out, and he caught Harlow by the wrist. His grip was light and easy, but her forward movement against the resistance of his hold had her stumbling backward. The question of how she’d feel in his arms vanished as she settled into the crook of his arm.

Fender steadied her, but didn’t let her go. “I said I should get going. I didn’t say I wanted to.”

He bent his head and pressed his lips to hers. If he surprised her with the interrupted march to the exit, she caught up quickly.

And once again, Fender had to admit that what he’d expected wasn’t even remotely close to reality. Although he hadn’t anticipated her to be cold—fire burned too deep in that blue gaze to suggest otherwise—nothing had prepared him for the warm, willing woman in his arms. She met him and more than matched him as their kiss spun out.

The peaty taste of the whiskey still lingered on her lips, sexy and tantalizing. While he wasn’t choosy with his beer, he had always appreciated a particularly fine import or a good bottle of wine. Having a brother in the liquor business had seen to it he’d tried more than his fair share.

None of it came close to the taste of Harlow.

Sweet and sexy on the tongue, and one hundred percent addictive. The whiskey had made him punchy, but the woman made him drunk.

Her hands pressed against his chest, the heat of her palms branding his skin through his T-shirt. He’d wanted to kiss her—wanted to taste her and feel her pressed against him—but he’d had no idea the kiss would leave him desperate for so much more.

Nothing about this was a good idea. She wasn’t a hookup, and she couldn’t be permanent. So why the hell did she feel so good nestled in his arms?

With regret singing in his veins, he ended the kiss. “I really should go.”

Her hands were still on his chest, a fact she seemed to realize as her hazy gaze slowly cleared. Harlow pulled her hands away as if burned and took a few steps back on those killer heels. “Yes.”

He resisted the urge to pull her right back against him, instead following her out of her office and back through the gallery. The paintings he’d observed on his way in were lit with individual lights, while the overheads had been dimmed.

“You’ll be okay to wrap up?”

“I’m fine. We’ve got an alarm, and I don’t live too far from here.”

If he hadn’t just kissed her, he’d have insisted on walking her home, but the evening summer sun still rode high in the sky so he didn’t even have darkness as an excuse.

“If you’re sure.”

“Positive. It’s a short walk.” Tension lit the air between them, but that husky voice never wavered. Nor did the polite smile and professional demeanor. The gallery’s muted lights reflected off the green silk of her dress and, once again, Fender was reminded of the margaritas his brother sold in abundance.

What he wouldn’t give to see Harlow Reynolds perched on a stool at one of Nick’s high tops, one of those margaritas in hand. Which was further proof he needed to get out and get far away from the tempting picture she made.

Even though they both soldiered through a stilted good-bye, Fender couldn’t deny the rush that still fueled his blood. As he made the return trip to the 5 train, Fender had the surprising urge to whistle. But it was several hours before he realized something else, the taste of Harlow Reynolds still lingering on his lips.

He might just like whiskey after all.

Chapter Five

Three days.

It had been three days since the damned man breezed into her gallery, a bottle of whiskey dangling from his fingertips, something dark and compelling filling his eyes.

Much as it had pained her to admit it, Harlow had counted each and every minute of those days, wondering when her phone might ring again.

Wondering when she’d see him again.

Which was ridiculous. But so was this strange, odd attraction to Fender Blackstone. The man hadn’t been far from her thoughts since they met a few weeks before, and she had no idea what to do about it.

Whether it was a holdover from her parents’ disastrous marriage or just a personality quirk, she’d never chased after a man. When she was fortunate enough to enjoy an active, mutually satisfying relationship, she did. When there wasn’t someone in her life, she was fine, too. The situation had always seemed binary and, if she were honest with herself, probably more than a little cold on her part.

So why now? Why Fender?

And why, of all the times she could possibly become interested in a man, did it have to be with the one person whose family had such a sordid history with her own?

Which is half the problem, she silently rebuked herself. Using words like sordid was the way her mother saw the situation.

Harlow just saw it as sad.

Although Louisa Mills had been her father’s grand romance, Harlow knew it wasn’t the only affair he’d indulged in. She had no proof and her mother had never confirmed it, but the pattern had been the same throughout Harlow’s life. He’d be home for weeks on end, her parents seeming to enjoy their time together and then he’d vanish.

Every time her father poofed, her mother’s happiness would fade. The smiles would start to droop before vanishing all together. The laughter would grow more brittle before it just stopped. And each evening as they ate, she’d spin tales of Kindcaide’s commitments at work.

Until one day she was ordering in and claiming a headache kept her from eating with Harlow and her brother.

Always the same.

And her mother always went back for more.

As a child Harlow loved the security and the safety, but once she’d gotten out of the house and begun to live a life on her own, she’d seen something else.

An endless cycle of emotional abuse that left scars just as deep as physical ones.

That wasn’t love. Nor was it what one should expect from their partner in life. But her mother had not only taken it, she’d subjected her children to it, and that had always been a bitter pill.

Add on the recent foray into crime and revenge, and Harlow had begun to wonder about her mother’s sanity. Gretchen was aging, and Harlow had grown concerned that her mother’s anger over her choice to put up with Kincaide’s behavior had finally gotten to her.

Why now?

A question that, when asked, was met with denials and a very large, incredibly solid brick wall.

Sort of like Fender.

The smile came unbidden. The man was tough. Undeniably so, yet there was a thread of vulnerability that tugged at Harlow. It was in his eyes. That veiled sense that he was waiting for the other shoe to drop.

She had no idea why she thought that. More, she had no earthly idea if she was right. But as the thought took root, so did an idea.

She loved shoes. And three days was long enough.

Maybe it was high time she dropped a sexy Manolo on him.

* * *

“He has to eat the leg, Landon. He can’t just run around with it.”

Fender stared over his brother’s shoulder, the images popping up on his brother’s laptop truly something out of a nightmare. Landon’s programming foray into the land of killer viruses, nomadic zombies, and the end of the world was, even now, playing out across the high-resolution screen.

“Ooh. That’s good Fen.” Landon scribbled something on a small notepad beside him before returning to the keyboard. He hit a few keys and in moments a new scene lit the screen, this one broad daylight, a menacing horde of undead shambling closer and closer.

“You’ve got a gorgeous woman and this is what you do with your time?” Fender stood up from where he bent over Landon’s shoulder and headed for the small fridge in Nick’s office. The fridge—and the office—had seen better days, but it served them all well as a place to regroup, catch up, and generally shoot the shit.

Or let Landon show off the latest iteration of his gross game.

“I’d say Daphne’s brought considerable improvement and inspiration. Besides, the game only occupies me during the day. As you so rightly pointed out, I’ve got a gorgeous woman.”

“If you’re only enjoying her at night you’re sure as hell not doing it right.” Fender pointed his fresh beer at his brother as he handed over another. “And I wouldn’t go around telling the woman she was inspiration for anything you just showed me on that screen.”

Landon grinned, his smile hovering at around a thousand watts. Fender had never seen his brother this happy—or his grin quite as dopey—and it struck him just how freaking good he felt about that.

“My days are just fine, thank you. Daphne’s the inspiration for everything. Including that cop you see marching forward, guns blazing.” Landon tapped the screen, the character in a black uniform, guns in each hand, visible in the background. “The cop angle has added a ton to the game. My meeting’s next week with a game company that wants to see it.”

“No shit?”

“Yes shit.” Landon took a long swallow of his beer. “This one might put me over the edge. No more exploding jewels unless I want ‘em.”

“Let me guess. You don’t want them?”

Landon scrubbed a hand over his face, his dark gaze dimming. “I’m proud of the work. All of the work, whether the game’s targeted at ten-year-old girls or not. But I’d like to be working on something I’m passionate about. The programming, yeah, I love. But the creativity and the design on this one has been more fun than I expected.”

“Then here’s to you.” Fender tapped his bottle, more than ready to believe L was going to make good on this sale.

Landon took another sip of his beer as he closed the lid of his laptop, then turned fully in Nick’s battered old chair. “I’ve given you a few days. Four to be exact. You gonna spill on the lunch date you had on Monday?”

“Maybe if you spill first on the jaunt your woman made into the city on Tuesday.”

Whatever advantage Landon thought he had dimmed at Fender’s obvious knowledge of Daphne’s meddling. “Emma went, too.”

“L—”

“Yeah, I know. She was all excited about it, too. Couldn’t stop talking about Harlow and how great she is.”

Since he felt the same, Fender couldn’t fault Daphne’s description, but he still chafed a bit at the intrusion into his personal life. “I can take care of myself.”

“I know. A point I rather emphatically made to Daphne when we fought about it.”

While he wasn’t above ribbing his brother, the fight comment caught Fender off guard. “You fought about it?”

“A good one, too. Lots of yelling on both sides. Damn, that woman is incredible when she gets her passionate Italian on.”

Since Fender quickly caught on how the fight likely resolved itself, he went back to irritated.

“Does Daphne know I can take care of myself? Or Emma, the Ethel to her Lucy?”

“You really think Daphne’s Lucy?”

Fender picked up a small, foam football off one of Nick’s shelves and threw it at Landon’s head. “I don’t care which is which. What I care is that they went racing off to the city like a couple of hens.”

“I think Nick fought with Emma about it, too, if it makes you feel any better.”

Fender itched to find something harder to toss at his brother. “Rub it in, asshole. You and Nick both have meddling women, and you both got laid after fighting with them. No, you’re not making me feel any better about this.”

He was happy for his brothers, but the very real fact that both knew Daphne and Emma had gone into the city and had kept it from him was one more sign that their lives had changed.

Was he mad? Not really.

Was it unsettling? More than he wanted to admit.

The rock-solid brotherhood he’d depended on since the age of nine had been infiltrated, and that left a bitter taste.

A hard knock on Nick’s office door was followed by Patty’s husky shout. “Fender! Someone here to see you.”

Landon wheeled himself to the door and tugged it open. Fender had already pushed himself off the front of Nick’s desk, ready to ask Patty who was waiting for him, when he came to a stop.

Harlow Reynolds stood in the doorway. She wore another brightly colored sheath wrapped around her body and a pair of fuck-me heels that had his eyes nearly rolling into the back of his head.

* * *

Harlow thanked the sweet woman with the corkscrew curls and moved deliberately into the small office that looked like a cross between a haven for a grizzled PI and a man cave.

Based on the two men currently occupying it, she opted to go with the latter.

She’d hazarded a guess that she’d find Fender at the Endzone on a Friday night, and her instincts hadn’t let her down. Had she been wrong, she also knew she’d likely get the details on his whereabouts from the same place.

“Harlow.” Fender had already come to his feet from where he’d lounged against the dented desk and stood watching her from across the room. That shot of heat that had accompanied every prior encounter with him didn’t disappoint, and warmth radiated from her stomach to points farther south.

“Fender.” She nodded before turning to the man on the rolling chair, who’d quickly gotten to his feet as well. “Landon. It’s good to see you again.”

“You as well.” He nodded, and she was once again reminded of just how cute he was. The long, lanky frame and slightly spiky dark hair left a vague impression of absent-minded professor.

“I saw Daphne the other day. She’s lovely.”

“Daph mentioned you two met up. She couldn’t stop raving about your gallery.”

“We’re opening a show in a few weeks. I’ll be sure to send you both an invite.”

“Sounds good.” He shifted from one foot to the other before reaching for the laptop still on the desk and closing the lid. “She’s on her way here, so I’ll just head out and see if she’s come in yet.”

When he’d vanished, laptop and all, with record speed, Harlow couldn’t resist shooting Fender a wry grin. “Was it something I said?”

“I think he’s avoiding a second ass kicking.”

“For what?”

“I already gave him a hard time for knowing his woman went to roust you on Tuesday afternoon and deciding not to tell me.”

“As we discussed over whiskey, I’d hardly call a friendly visit rousting.”

He shrugged but made no move to come closer. “She’s a cop. She’s good at hiding her true intentions.”

“Then consider myself rousted. Though I can’t quite imagine that’s what bothered you.”

“I don’t need anyone meddling in my life.”

“Neither do I.” While she understood the root of his displeasure—private lives were meant to remain private—she sensed there was something else in there. On a whim, she pressed. “Are you upset they meddled? Or that your brothers didn’t tell you?”

“Both.”

The response was out, and based on the slight grimace that marred his lips, she guessed the add on about his brothers wasn’t intended. “I have to agree with you. The butting in is bad enough, but to be kept out of the loop is worse.”

Fender looked like he was about to say something, but in the end he held his tongue. It was curious because she kept getting the sense that he held a lot back from her. Which was ridiculous because they didn’t know each other. She hardly expected the man to spill his secrets to her after a few glasses of whiskey.

And that only made her next words the height of ridiculous.

“Want my help getting even?”

“How’s that?”

“I just think if people want to be nosy, then they deserve an eyeful.”

“So you’re suggesting we give them something to talk about?” Fender asked.

“Exactly.”

As ideas went it was about as smart as the one that had carried her to Brooklyn. Some vague notion of a follow-up visit to catch him off guard the same way he surprised her on Tuesday. Only she hadn’t really planned it out or thought past what she’d do once she actually saw him.

Which was as embarrassing as it was humbling. She had no peace offering via a bottle of whiskey. Nor did she even have any idea of what to say. Or how to get herself out of what had become a rather embarrassing suggestion.

Smooth, Reynolds.

Heat crept up her neck, and a series of lame excuses ran through her mind as a way to get out of there, when Fender moved. The steady stare and laconic stance vanished, replaced by a man in motion. One who didn’t stop until he’d pulled her forward, neatly dragging her into his arms.

The move was everything she wasn’t—rough, ruthless, and dangerous—and she loved every moment of it.

More than that, she loved that even amid the deliberate movements and roughneck edges, there was a surprising gentleness. An awareness, almost, that she was delicate. Precious, somehow.

Yet he didn’t hold back.

All of it flew in the face of who she was, or who she thought she was. But she couldn’t seem to find her way to caring as those lush lips roamed over hers or that tongue painted her mouth in sure, carnal strokes.

Oh, how she wanted him. It was madness of a sort she’d never entertained before. Heady with a layer of desire that made her nerve endings tremble.

Odd, she marveled, how her thoughts could be so coherent and so scattered, all at once. She felt him—felt what he did to her—yet the hands that roamed over his shoulders seemed like they belonged to someone else.

The lips that pressed to his telegraphed desire, need, and want, yet she could hardly believe this was her.

She and Fender didn’t know each other.

They had a history neither had a hand in creating.

And they had no possible future.

Yet even with that insistent notion, Harlow couldn’t see her way to stopping.

Fender Blackstone wasn’t a possibility. And unlike those mechanics classes in high school that were designed to poke and irritate her mother, but in the end did no harm, the same couldn’t be said if she started something with Fender.

Her mother was fragile. And while Harlow didn’t normally consult her for dating approval, this was different. To assume otherwise—or to ignore that reality—was the act of a child.

Not a mindful adult.

“Where’d you go?” Fender lifted his head, that full focus and intense gaze unyielding.

“Nowhere.”

His eyes narrowed. “Now who’s keeping me out of the loop?”

“No loops. Just a few senseless, abstract thoughts.”

“About?”

“High school and mechanics class.”

Chapter Six

As answers went, “mechanics class” was highly dissatisfying. Kissing Harlow Reynolds? Anything but.

On a level that left him vaguely uncomfortable, Fender tried to figure out how they kept ending up in the same place. He’d never considered himself a man without moves, but diving in and kissing a woman simply because she was there wasn’t his style.

Nor did it make any sense.

There was nothing to be gained by pushing this forward, no matter how tempting the tempter.

Opting to ignore the odd—and determinedly vague—answer, he stepped back. “What brought you to Brooklyn this fine Friday evening?”

“You.”

When he said nothing, she continued.

“I’ve been thinking about our discussion the other night.”

“Oh?”

His question hovered in the air before she continued. He had the sense she came to some decision as the haze of attraction in her eyes cleared, replaced with steely resolve. “We have some unfinished business between us.”

“I’m not sure I’d put it in that category.”

“Then I’ll give you a few more so we can try to get a handle on it. Confusing attraction. Untimely opportunity. Inappropriate fuck buddy.”

The last one caught his attention—as it was designed to—and Fender fought the wave of irritation that coated his thoughts. She was a lot of things—and he’d cop to more than a few fantasies about the two of them exploring their attraction—but he’d hardly call her a convenient fuck when he was lonely at 2:00 A.M.

He’d never found those types of relationships all that appealing, and he’d be damned if he’d start now. If he was in a relationship, he was in. He didn’t use women as a sexual convenience and had little patience for those who bragged when they did.

“That thought bother you?” Her lips were still plump from their kiss, and they quirked lightly at the corners.

“Doesn’t it bother you?”

“I don’t lie to myself. I’m plenty aware of how adults scratch an itch.”

The answer was as sophisticated as the woman, but something ran false for him. “Sweetheart. You may be a lot of things, but I can guarantee you, an itch is not an accurate description.”

That same frustration that had carried him forward only a few minutes before pushed him once more. Pulling her against him, he reveled in the long, lithe lines of her body. Slender yet firm muscles of her back flexed beneath his fingers. Round, generous breasts pressed to his chest.

No. The woman wasn’t remotely an itch. She was a heady poison, one that got in the blood and refused to abate, no matter how many ways you attempted to get past it or imagine yourself cured.

With a gentleness at odds with that fever that raged in his blood, Fender bent his head and captured her lips once more. Her mouth opened. Her arms wrapped around his neck. Her body pressed even more firmly to his.

And he gave in and took what he damn well knew could never be his.

The lightest bite on his lower lip had a shot of need racing through his body, and he knew she knew it by the smile he felt pressed against him. The sexy move only added to the sheer want this woman seemed to generate with little effort. While he hated to break the kiss, he couldn’t resist lifting his head to look down at her.

Had he ever felt like this before?

With startling clarity, he realized that he had. While a relationship had never engendered such need inside of him, he was shocked to realize he had experienced the emotion before.

That craving for something that went beyond him.

He’d wanted that when he was eight. He’d pass the soccer fields every day when he walked home and saw the running kids kicking that shiny white ball, and he had the sense that they had nothing more to worry about in their lives than depositing that ball in the goal.

It was simple and easy, and he had found himself day after day pressed against the chain-link fence, his fingers wrapped in the diamond-shaped holes, watching the action.

Up and down they ran.

Back and forth, they passed that shiny ball between them.

They were a team and a unit, yet each had a role. And each had an opportunity to shine.

He’d recently started ditching school every now and again, especially after a bad night with the old man. On the nice days, he’d started going to the ball field, climbing onto the bleachers to lie in the sun and fantasize about having nothing more to worry about than running after that white ball.

“Last I checked, today wasn’t a school holiday.”

Fender’s eye shot open to see the grounds keeper standing on the nearby steps. How had he missed the man’s climb up the thick metal?

He scrambled to a sitting position and calculated the distance between the man and the steps, gauging how easily he could get away if he needed to from an old pervert, when recognition dawned in the man’s gaze.

“Enough of that, boy. I’m gonna sit down over here and you’re gonna talk to me.”

The man had stayed true to his promise, settling himself several feet away. More than enough distance for Fender to make a run for it if he needed to.

Only he hadn’t run.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“Turner Monroe.”

What are you doing here?”

Fender heard the bravado in his own voice, but at least the quaver that had crawled into his throat when he’d opened his eyes to find the man standing there had faded.

“I keep the grounds.”

“You do a nice job.”

“Thanks.”

The man smiled in that way adults always did. Like they thought you were funny.

And suddenly it mattered to Fender that Turner Monroe knew he meant what he said.

“Everything’s all green. And you make sure the lines on the field are always bright white. And there’s never any trash or cigarette butts or anything.”

The smile faded.

“Thank you. I try my hardest.”

“It shows.”

“You seem to like it here.”

“It’s quiet. There aren’t many places in Brooklyn that are quiet.”

“Until around three in the afternoon when it gets really loud. And you’re here then, too.”

The suspicion returned, and Fender felt the unease slick over his belly once more.

“You watching me?”

“Watching out for you. Yes I am.”

“I don’t need anyone watching out for me.”

“Then why are you ditching school?”

Fender stood at that.

“Look, mister—I don’t need you telling me what to do.”

“And I don’t need juvenile delinquents laying on my bleachers.”

Fender wasn’t sure why the words bothered him so much, but they did. It was one more place he wasn’t welcome. He should be used to it by now.

“Which is why I’m prepared to make a deal with you.”

“What sort of deal?”

“These last few weeks have just been practices. The real games haven’t started yet, and the way I hear it, Jamie Dugan and his parents are moving to New Jersey and there’s a spot open on the team.”

That oily feeling went away, replaced with a hunger Fender had never felt before. Only instead of wanting to eat, he wanted Jamie Dugan’s spot. Wanted to run up and down that field, forgetting the shitty apartment he lived in and the asshole old man, doing nothing more than focusing on that little white ball.

“You seem like a quick study. Maybe you’d like Jamie Dugan’s spot on the team.”

They might only be practicing, but Fender had seen the special shoes the players wore, and the outfits. There was no way his father would give him the money for any of it, and the small amount he’d managed to squirrel away would never pay for all of it.

“What makes you think I’d want it anyway?”

With that, Turner Monroe shifted on his bleacher set, his gaze boring into Fender’s with an intensity he’d never seen on anyone.

“I know what it is to want something. And I know what it to have nothing. I’ve got things now. And I can pay for one young boy to have a spot on the soccer team.”

“You can’t pay for me to—”

“I can and I will. And you will go to school. I’m not paying the freight for a juvenile delinquent.”

So he’d gone back to school. And later that afternoon, just like he’d told Fender they would, Turner Monroe and his wife June met him at the ball field and took him to the small sporting goods store in Park Heights to buy cleats and a soccer uniform.

“Fender?”

The hard punch of reality pulled him from the memory. It wasn’t one he thought of often, yet every time he did, it was filled with warmth and gratitude. In many ways, the Monroes had prepared him for life with Mama Lou. Through soccer, he’d met Nick and Landon. And through the kindness of the elderly couple, he’d begun to see the world was bigger than life with his old man.

“Now whose mind wandered?” The tease was light, but curiosity was there all the same.

“Just a funny memory from when I was a kid.”

“Tell me.”

“When I know you better.”

Her bright smile faded. “Of course.”

“Let’s go out to the bar and get a drink. We can start working on better.”

* * *

Harlow had spent her life around wealthy people. She had done well for herself and worked hard, but also knew that her success was steeped in a base of tremendous privilege. Reynolds Investments had provided a legacy and a lifestyle that was rare.

She knew that. She did her very best not to be defined by it, but she knew it all the same.

None of that diminished how hard she worked or her personal ambition to contribute to the world, but she was honest enough to recognize that there was an ease to her life that came from having money. But as she sat in the End Zone bar in Park Heights, Brooklyn, in the midst of Fender Blackstone and his assorted family and friends, she couldn’t help but think that he was the one with real wealth.

Laughter. Kindness. Warmth. It tumbled and bounced around her, and she was immediately smitten, caught up in the funny personalities and genuine enjoyment everyone seemed to take from each other.

She’d never considered her life cliché, but in the loud, boisterous noise, and surrounded by happy Friday-night bar goers, Harlow had to admit that her endless treadmill of weekend dinner parties and thousand-dollar-a-plate dinners had worn thin. The conversation was always the same, and no one would dream of talking about anything real, like news or celebrity gossip or the latest story about potty training a three-year-old.

She’d heard all of that and more this evening.

After they left Nick’s office, Fender had led her to a large table in the back, filled with people. She’d convinced herself that she would never remember everyone’s name, but two hours later, she knew who everyone at the table was.

Daphne and Emma had made sure to introduce her to Nick’s neighborhood-famous margaritas. Daphne’s best friend, Jasmine, had joined them, happy to let off steam from a crazy day of work and add to the field of green frozen drinks on the table. Emma and Nick’s friend Tommy and his wife had joined early, as had Becky, the fiancé of the bar’s bouncer. They’d been quickly followed by a few of Daphne’s brothers, and a software developer from Landon’s team who personified Brooklyn hipster. Several more had come and gone after them, grabbing a seat for a drink, then moving on.

All had melded in and out of the conversation with ease despite a range of ages, outfits, and life stages. No one had walked away without wearing a large smile.

And all had provided Harlow with considerably more knowledge than she’d walked in with. She now knew about the candidates on the ballot in the November election, how good a dad Robert Downey, Jr. really was, and that the real trick to ensuring little Austin hit the toilet bowl when he peed was to drop a few Froot Loops in to encourage target practice.

It was fun and funny and she couldn’t think of anywhere else she’d rather be.

But it was the arrival of Emily Weston that sealed the evening.

Feisty and fierce, with a bright-blue rheumy gaze and a shock of spiky white hair, she’d captured Harlow’s heart immediately. Even if her loud proclamation had nearly silenced the entire bar.

“So you’re the one who’s caught Fender’s eye and has the whole neighborhood talking?”

The temptation to seek help was strong, but after a quick glance at Fender’s panicked face across the table, she decided to give Emily a fair go of it. If it went poorly, she’d chalk it up later to misplaced margarita courage.

“I’m not sure Fender is a man who can be caught.”

“Any man can be caught. Just takes the right combination of sex, allure, and mystery.”

Harlow heard Daphne’s hard gasp but held her ground. “I’m not sure I agree with the order.”

Her bright, mischievous smile never fading, Emily leaned in closer and spoke louder, ensuring the table could keep up with their conversation. “You don’t believe men think about sex first?”

Harlow notched up her voice, deliberately ignoring Fender’s attempts to catch her eye. “I think we all think about sex first. Sex is primal. Easy. Which is why I’d put allure first.”

“Why’s that?”

“I prefer men with a bit more imagination.”

Emily slapped the table hard enough to have the thick slush of her just-arrived margarita slosh toward the rim. “I like your sass.”

“Then I’m glad you’re sitting next to me.” Harlow patted the old, gnarled hand, more than a little surprised when she got a tight squeeze in response.

Even more surprised when Emily leaned in and whispered for her ears only, “He’s a good man. He’s got honor and imagination.”

And even more surprised still when words slipped from her lips, spoken instinctively, before the thought had even fully taken root. “I know.”

* * *

Harlow was still reveling in the glow of the evening—and the third margarita Daphne had insisted on and she’d done little to protest—a few hours later.

“That was fun.”

“You were a hit.” Fender walked beside her, granting her request to get a bit of air and time to walk off some of the fuzzier edges of the green nectar while she waited for an Uber.

Brooklyn hummed around them, even as the sounds from the End Zone faded into the background. The distant throb of traffic was there if you listened hard enough, but so was the subtle buzz of the August locusts from the bushes that surrounded the small row homes they passed as they walked. It was a funny juxtaposition—and proof that nature found a way, no matter how much concrete humanity attempted to put it its path.

“I enjoyed meeting everyone. You’re incredibly lucky to have them all in your life.”

“I know.”

She turned to him, unable to hold back the smile. Abstractly, she worried it might be sloppy, but then she decided to worry about that tomorrow. “You do know, don’t you?”

He came to a stop at the crosswalk, lightly taking her elbow to steady her. She shifted course on him and tucked her arm in the crook of his elbow. He faltered slightly, missing a step, before covering her hand with his own. “I like to think so. I know what it is to have no one. So once you’re in with me, you’re in.”

Whatever pleasant haze had been distilled by the margaritas faded, her focus going laser sharp. His statement was revealing.

Honest.

And with that revelation, she couldn’t resist the question that had nagged her all evening. “Am I in?”

The wash of light from the street lamp set off the planes and angles of his face in harsh relief. The effect was startling, bringing to life what she’d already innately understood. He was a man with a considerable amount of light and dark. It didn’t take a genius to figure out his background held pain and challenge, yet his present was full and supportive. He had people in his life whom he obviously loved and who loved him. A thriving business. A strong future.

“Beyond my better judgment, I’m starting to think so.”

Despite the margaritas, she had a surprising amount of clarity as they stood there under the streetlights. And while she would have liked nothing more than to see if she could get him to kiss her again, something whispered to her to take the high road and get out while she still held the advantage.

His next words reinforced the impulse. “What did Mrs. W. say to you?”

“You didn’t hear every word?”

Fender smiled. “I caught most of it. It’s the quiet stuff at the end that made me wonder.”

“Well, you’ll just have to wonder. I can’t break the secrets of the sisterhood.”

She leaned in and pressed a quick kiss to his lips before walking to the car waiting at the corner, determined to have the last word. He moved to keep up, grabbing the door handle just before she did.

But it was the hard kiss, full of promise and passion that he planted on her before handing her into the car, that had her seeing stars.

His grin was broad and cocky when he pulled back, his arm planted on the car door. She saw the outline of his biceps and still felt the lingering effects of his kiss, and could only thank God for the beauty of a strong and capable man in his prime.

Point Blackstone.

It was long minutes later, the bright lights of Manhattan welcoming her as her car drove over the Brooklyn Bridge, that she had to admit Emily Weston had nailed Fender to a T.

The man had honor and imagination. And, damn it all, he’d managed to have the last word, even without saying a thing.

Chapter Seven

“Reservation for four. Under Reynolds.” Harlow gave the directions to the bored woman behind the hostess desk and fought the urge to run in the opposite direction. Her mother had already chewed her ear off the entire cab ride to brunch, and her brother’s urgent texts had reached near-epic proportions.

His latest girlfriend had begun demanding a ring, and he was beside himself on how to deal with that. Harlow’s suggestions to simply talk to the woman and explain how he felt on the subject of binding his life to another human hadn’t been the advice he was looking for.

If she was in any doubt, the sarcastic THANKS FOR NOTHING that had come in as they pulled up to the restaurant had proven it.

She’d been a witness to Charles’s love life for the better part of twenty years, and it never got any better. He was a good man, but he wasn’t ready to settle down. Why the women he dated seem to find that a challenge instead of a warning sign, she couldn’t quite figure out.

Like you and Fender?

The thought crept in, and she slammed the mental door as hard as she’d done to the cab door. Unlike her brother’s relationships, she wasn’t under any delusion that Fender Blackstone was her boyfriend. But she couldn’t quite deny the ongoing fantasy that had gripped her since the searing kisses Friday night that he might come to his senses, cross the bridge into Manhattan, and woo her through a magical Sunday spent together.

He hadn’t even contacted her since she got into the car a few blocks from the End Zone on Friday night. If she hadn’t felt the heat between them, she might chalk it up to lack of interest, but that wasn’t the case. For either of them. Which only left one alternative—

“What do you mean our table isn’t ready?”

Her mother’s shrill voice broke into Harlow’s thoughts, a clear punctuation mark to the direction they’d taken over Fender. No matter how she sliced it, their families had ensured the two of them didn’t suit. Fantasies—whether innocent or not so innocent—had no place in her life.

“I’m sorry Mrs. Reynolds. It will only be a few moments.”

Harlow eyed the now-frazzled hostess and offered up a small smile. “It’s no problem, Susan. We’ll just get a head start on our Bloody Marys.”

Harlow disengaged her mother from battle and marched her toward the long mahogany bar that ran the length of Bartleby’s before Gretchen could continue making a fuss. Although the light of battle still filled the eyes so like her own, Harlow was pleased to see her mother stand down in favor of a prebrunch cocktail.

Legend had it the bar had stood there since Prohibition, and Harlow believed it. All the loving care that had been put into the wood couldn’t fully remove the patina of age, and Harlow took an odd comfort in that as she found herself and Gretchen two seats toward the end of the bar.

“We made a reservation at eleven. I don’t understand why we’ve been asked to wait.” Gretchen settled her small purse on the counter. Her tone was sharp when she turned toward a waiting bartender with her drink order. “Bloody Mary, extra olives.”

Harlow nodded for a matched drink and then took the seat next to her mother. “What is the matter with you?”

“Me?” Gretchen stilled from where she pulled her lipstick from her small clutch. “We have a reservation.”

“So does everyone else in here. The restaurant only has so much control over how fast people eat their meals. You’re unable to wait until they finish?”

Her mother’s unsubtle harrumph was all Harlow got for her trouble, but the reprimand was enough to end the argument. Gretchen even managed a polite thank you when the bartender brought her drink.

Was this what her future held, Harlow wondered. Pissy texts from her brother and a mother whose behavior had grown increasingly embarrassing?

Harlow reached for her drink and tried to shake off the frustration as she took a sip of the tangy concoction. Her life wasn’t drudgery—despite an unpleasant morning—and her mother was aging. She had friends who made similar comments about their parents. The quick anger at things that wouldn’t have bothered them even a few years before. The overloud responses when they aired that irritation. Harlow needed to be more tolerant. More understanding.

More . . .

More what? Patient? Sympathetic? Even if the woman sitting next to her had become practically unrecognizable? That was the real struggle. Not her mother’s age.

It was all Gretchen’s regrets.

On some level, Harlow could understand that her mother carried her own demons, but she’d taken those disappointments and lashed out at someone else with them. It wasn’t just little digs at a restaurant or a few harsh remarks about Harlow’s outfit for the day. Her mother had acted with criminal intent against someone else. And whether she wanted to admit it or not, Harlow had to acknowledge to herself that that action had changed the way she viewed her mother.

The fact that Gretchen had somehow justified to herself that it was okay to break into Landon McGee’s studio and try to defame Louisa Mills’s campaign for borough president still bothered her.

It had displayed a woman far more brittle and broken than Harlow had ever imagined. And it had forced her to acknowledge that the life they’d been living had been an elaborate illusion. Her father had been gone nearly a decade, yet he still haunted them all from the grave. Her mother’s anger. Her brother’s inability to commit.

And her own poor timing.

Because her mother’s decision to poke into Louisa Mills’s life wasn’t just illegal or immoral or sad.

It had put Fender Blackstone—the one man in the entire tri-state area that Harlow couldn’t have—square in her sights.

And there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about it.

* * *

Sunday brunch at his mother’s was a near-legendary affair in Park Heights. Fender knew this. Had accepted a long time ago that half the gossip in the neighborhood was passed at his mother’s dining room table among her ragtag band of neighbors, friends, and misfits.

So why hadn’t he prepared better?

Mrs. W. had attacked him the moment he’d walked into the kitchen, her insistence on recounting how much she enjoyed Friday night and Harlow’s company about as subtle as a herd of elephants walking past the front door and on down Cherry Street.

Fender smiled and nodded, saving his reserve of smart-ass and sass for when Mrs. W. pushed him over the edge. She didn’t do it often, but he suspected the morning might end up qualifying.

He appreciated her interest. And he wasn’t stupid. He’d seen the attention and ribbing his brothers had both gotten earlier in the summer, when Nick had started bringing Emma around and then when Landon had brought Daphne. What he wasn’t ready to accept was that his situation with Harlow Reynolds was anywhere near the same thing.

His brothers had been in relationships. He was flirting with disaster.

“Hello sweetie.” His mother waved him over and gave him a loud, smacking kiss on the cheek as she pulled him close. Her lips pressed to his ear, her whisper quiet beneath the noise that spilled in from the dining room. “She means well.”

Glad he hadn’t gone asshole on Mrs. W., he hugged his mother tight. “That woman loves gossip more than any ten tabloids,” she said.

Fender held back a sigh and knew his mother spoke the truth. Emily Weston had lived in their brownstone since the day his mother had bought it from her and invited her to live in the converted apartment on the top floor while she and her three boys made a home on the four floors beneath. They’d even renovated the old elevator that stood in the middle of the house, ensuring Mrs. W. could avoid the stairs.

The arrangement had worked. It had provided Louisa adult babysitting when Fender and his brothers were still small. It had ensured Emily hadn’t needed to fully move from her home, yet could retain her independence. And it had given him a grandmother.

They’d all kept their respectful distances—he called her Mrs. W. and, despite the gossip, she knew when to keep her mouth shut. But in every way, she’d stood as his grandmother for most of his life. Certainly for the years that had counted.

Which, Fender figured, gave him the right to tell her to butt out.

“Harlow Reynolds is just a friend.” He leaned in and pressed a quick kiss to her cheek before snagging one of the mini breakfast croissants she was plating at the table. “You can take that one to the bank.”

“Oh, I’ll head to the bank. When I collect on the bet that says you and Harlow will be an item before Labor Day.”

Fender stuffed half the croissant in his mouth to avoid responding and headed for the living room, seeking refuge in the company of others.

His traitor brothers still hadn’t arrived—probably having morning sex, if he had to guess—so he beelined toward Father Thad. “You got early Mass this morning?”

Their neighborhood priest and arch nemesis to Mrs. W. nodded. “Did the seven thirty and the nine thirty, and the latter included two baptisms. I’ve earned one of your mother’s mimosas.”

“Make it two. Two babies deserve two drinks.” Fender grinned as he crossed to the sideboard his mother had set up for that very purpose. “And a proper toast.”

Father Thad didn’t argue, and in moments, they were toasting new life, and then added a second toast to a clean sweep of the Mets over the Red Sox for good measure.

“Emily’s been waiting for you to get here.” Thad’s words were measured, casual even, but Fender knew what was coming. “She enjoyed herself Friday night, out with the young people, as she called it.”

Fender nearly snorted at that image. Emily Weston might have years on her engine, but the woman still purred like she’d just come off the showroom floor. Best as he could tell, she’d always laughed at age and all that it implied.

“She’s got the wrong idea about something, that’s all.”

“Does she?”

Where he’d been disappointed at his brothers’ late arrivals a few minutes earlier, Fender was suddenly happy for their absence. “Yeah, she is. It’s nothing.”

“Attraction isn’t something to take lightly.” Thad took a sip of his mimosa, considered. “I baptized two humans an hour ago that are proof of that point.”

Fender fought the creeping horror that lined his gut in raw fire. “I’m not sure how you leaped to babies from a few well-placed gossip jabs from Mrs. W., but there’s no need for concern.”

“Fair enough.”

The subject at an end, Fender quelled the urge to drain his drink and took a sip instead. Whether it was the hit of alcohol or the sudden urge to confess while sitting next to a priest, thoughts he didn’t even know were in his head spilled out. “She’s the daughter of an old boyfriend of Mom’s. It’s sticky and awkward.”

“I can see where that would be true.”

Fender avoided asking if Father Thad knew the background involving his mother and Kincaide Reynolds. It was his mother’s past, and if she’d chosen to tell Thad that was her business.

“So there’s nothing to be done about it.”

“Your mother’s life isn’t yours, you know. I think she’d be the last person to stand in your way.”

On some level, Fender knew that. His mother wanted his happiness—that’s all she’d ever wanted—but in this case, pursuing anything with Harlow Reynolds opened a Pandora’s box of bad shit.

Louisa’s life before him and his brothers.

Harlow’s cheating bastard of a father.

And the weird, somewhat psycho attitude of her mother.

It was messy and tangled, and if he wasn’t so fucking horny, he might put it in Greek tragedy territory.

Especially because he wasn’t just horny. He was horny and fascinated, and that was an entirely different problem.

Harlow Reynolds wasn’t a simple fuck, no matter how many fantasies spun through his fevered brain. She was light and softness and a whole heap of class and none of it matched very well with Park Heights’s favorite mechanic.

On that thought, Fender snagged Father Thad’s empty glass. “Let me get you that second drink I promised. We’ll toast ten fingers and ten toes and the bright, happy future that lies ahead.”

He got a bright, happy future because of Louisa Mills. He’d be damned if he was going to do anything to betray the woman who had given it to him.

* * *

Trent Blackstone rubbed a hand over the three days’ worth of scruff on his chin and considered the sign above his head.

Blackstone’s Auto Body.

The shop was closed, which gave Trent an opportunity to nose around, peeking in windows, unobserved on a Sunday morning.

His son had done okay, he admitted to himself. Little bastard had grown up and even had himself a business. The shiny dark blue Mercedes visible in one of the bays reinforced the idea that it was a damn fine business, by his guess. No one worked on luxury cars by accident. If Fender was working them, he had knowhow and expertise and reputation.

“Fender,” Trent muttered on an exhale before laughing to himself. The sound rattled around his ribs, turning to a hard cough. “Lived up to your name, kid.”

He eyed the times on the door and considered coming back during the week. His trip to New York had been unexpected, but he’d worn out his welcome in Ohio and had hitched his way east from Cincinnati. Was surprised when the urge to revisit his old stomping grounds had hit with sure punches.

He knew people here and still had a few contacts. He’d hooked up with Fat Willy a few years back in Cleveland for a month of hell-raising. And last he’d heard, his old bookie, Sticky Caruthers, was still in business. No one could ever say Trent Blackstone couldn’t break a few arms with the best of them. Sharks were always in need of a little muscle to get their investments back.

He’d get by. He always did.

Trent eyed the “Closed” sign and the times beneath it. He also now had a son who was a businessman. ’Bout time the boy gave him back a bit of what he’d put into him. He was a mechanic, after all. He’d passed those genes on to his son.

Yep. For the first time since he’d slunk out of Cincinnati, Trent felt the urge to whistle.

His prospects were looking up.

* * *

For all the bitching people did about commuting on the subways, the ride was quick on Sunday afternoon. Far too quick, Fender thought as he climbed the last few stairs up to ground level.

He’d left his mother’s after a respectable length of time, so no one would wonder why he was leaving, and had walked the few blocks home to his apartment. He’d popped a beer, taking a few sips before dumping it down the drain.

He didn’t want a fucking beer.

He wanted Harlow Reynolds.

So here he was, on the other side of the East River, and he had no freaking clue what to do. He hadn’t called her. Nor had he considered what he was going to do once he got here.

But here he was.

He dragged his phone out of his pocket and pulled up her number. The urge to text was strong, which was why he ignored it and hit her number instead.

“Fender.” His name floated through the phone, smoky and a little breathless.

“Hey. I—” He broke off before catching himself. He wasn’t going to fuck this up. Nor was he apologizing to himself—or to her—for calling. Or for the short notice. “I’m in the city and wanted to see if you were free.”

“I am. Where are you?”

He told her, surprised when she unerringly directed him to a coffee shop on the opposite corner from where he stood.

“Hal’s Coffee Bean?”

“That’s the one,” she confirmed. “I’ll see you there in fifteen.”

It only took her ten.

Fender had barely picked up two coffees from the end of the bar when Harlow breezed in, a summer dress the color of the inside of a watermelon wrapped around her long, lithe body.

“Hi.” She floated over, her lips finding his for a quick kiss before she stepped back and smiled.

“Hi.” He juggled the cups into one hand and used his free one to pull her close, pressing his lips to hers. The din of the coffee shop faded away as their bodies met, her mouth opening beneath his.

She tasted sweet, like strawberries, and he took a few leisurely moments to savor the taste—and her. Her tongue pressed to his, quickly shifting leisurely to urgent, and Fender fought to keep his head instead of doing what he really wanted to do: Sink into her and forget where they were.

Forget himself entirely.

He clung to that thought like a lifeline, and pulled himself back and away from the temptation that was Harlow.

“I’m glad you’re free.”

“I’m glad you called.” She plucked one of the coffee cups from his hand. “Mine?”

“They’re the same. I went with a plain latte.”

“Nectar of the gods.” She pointed toward some empty chairs in the back corner of the shop, and he followed her there. There were a variety of people scattered through the tables and conversation corners, all wrapped in their own discussions.

Their own lives.

“I am hopelessly nosy.” Harlow settled into her chair. “Someone in here’s writing the great American novel, and I want to peek over their shoulder and read along.”

“My money’s on that one.” Fender pointed to a woman in the corner, her hands flying over her keyboard.

“You don’t think it’s him?” Harlow nodded toward a young guy who sipped his coffee, stroking his goatee with his free hand as he stared at his computer screen.

“Goatee boy?” Fender asked before considering the man more closely. “No way. Too angsty.”

“Isn’t writing the great American novel supposed to be angsty?”

“Shouldn’t it be fun?”

“It sounds like hard work.” Harlow took a sip of her coffee, turning her attention to the woman he’d pointed out. “Although she does look more committed. He looks like he’s playing at it.”

“Exactly.”

“And,” she added, leaning a bit to take a closer look, “there’s a small smile on her face. She does look like she’s enjoying herself.”

“Passion beats drudgery any day.”

“Point Blackstone.” She tapped her coffee cup against his. “So who else is here on a date? Besides us.”

Point Reynolds.

Whatever he might have left unspoken between them, she’d brought into the open. This was a date. And a day spent together, if he had anything to say about it.

“The ones at ten o’clock. Definitely.” Fender scanned past the couple he’d pointed out, then on down another few tables. “And those guys at the table next to the newsstand. They’re on a date, too. First one, if I’m not mistaken.”

She leaned once again across the small table that divided them, her gaze conspiratorial as she shot the couple a glance before returning her attention to him. “First-date jitters, definitely. The guy in the button down is smiling a bit too eagerly, but T-shirt and shorts doesn’t seem to mind. They’ve got good chemistry. My money says there’s a second date.”

“Not taking that bet.”

Harlow stilled, seeming ready to ask a question before shifting gears.

“What?”

“Nothing.” She shook her head. “Really, nothing.”

He nearly dropped it, but decided to push. He had an idea of where she was going and was curious to see if he was right.

“You’re surprised I don’t have a problem with two guys on a date?”

She shook her head. “Not surprised. Really I’m not.” She paused, gathered her thoughts. “It’s just a contrast, is all.”

“Contrast how?”

“A few months back. I was on a date with a guy. Third date, so we were at the stage where I needed to make a decision.”

“Sex?”

“Among other things.” She shrugged. “Though I’m not sure sex has a date stamp on it. But that’s another conversation. What I meant was that we were at that stage where we were either dating or we weren’t, you know?”

He did know. And while the two of them hadn’t followed any of those social norms, he’d been beholden to them in the past as well. What constituted dating? When did a woman become a girlfriend? What was casual or serious?

He’d been through it all and hadn’t found any of it nearly half as interesting as having coffee with this woman.

“So what happened?”

“Aside from the fact that he was a homophobic asshole?”

Fender’s eyes widened at the description. “How’d you discover that attractive tidbit?”

“When I found him nearly beating up a guy outside the men’s room at a summer concert in the park.”

Fender sucked in a hard breath, well able to imagine the scene. “What did you do?”

“Yelled and screamed. Embarrassed him a bit. And broke things off immediately.”

“He do anything to you?”

“Twisted it all around. Pulled the frigid-bitch card, and he was done with me anyway. The usual small-minded response to being called out as a jerk.”

“People are funny. Even when they’re not.”

“You’ve had a similar experience?” she asked.

“More than a few times. A mechanic’s shop is a surprising bastion of humanity. You’ve got whatever drama is playing out in the workplace that week bumping up against the consistently obnoxious attitude some people have about the service industry.”

“Sounds like you’re describing my mother.”

He knew his attitude toward Gretchen Reynolds was strained at best, but there was something beneath her words that caught him. “Something upset you?”

“No.” She shook her head. “Yes. This morning, as a matter of fact.”

Fender sat back, more than willing to listen. When he got a winding, frustrated tale of an aging parent and an increasingly bad attitude, he had to admit to himself that Harlow was dealing with more than he’d given her credit for since everything had started with his mother.

“Has she always been like this?”

“My mother has a good streak of snob in her, there’s no doubt about that. But it’s changed over the past year. I’m not sure why or what triggered it, but something is going on.”

“Maybe she’s finally dealing with being cheated on.”

Chapter Eight

“We’re going to go there?” Harlow knew for a fact she’d never been on a date that had shifted to such serious topics so quickly. And she certainly hadn’t come here expecting to talk about her mother.

More than that, she hadn’t expected to talk about her father. Because there was no way to talk about Gretchen Reynolds’s dysfunction and unhappiness without discussing the man who’d created nearly all of it.

Fender shrugged. “It’s an elephant. Might as well acknowledge it.”

“I thought that’s all we’ve been doing.”

“I don’t know. You’ve apologized for your mother’s behavior way too many times. And both of us know the lingering specter of what happened makes us a bad match. I’m not sure that qualifies as talking about it.”

He had a point, but Harlow couldn’t quite fight the sudden desire to crawl under the small table that sat between them. She’d always considered herself well able to deal with her family drama. She’d acknowledged her father’s choices and had firmly put them in the box of “not something I can control.”

So why was it suddenly so mortifying to have the box placed in her lap, as open as a well-worn book?

“I’ll go first,” Fender said. “I’d be lying if I didn’t say that it bothers me that my mother thought it was okay to do a married guy.”

“Oh.”

He shrugged, but where she’d have expected a layer of bravado, all she saw was open honesty. “Louisa Mills saved me. There’s no other way to say that. She picked me up out of my shit life as a kid and gave me a shiny new one. Gave me brothers. Even gave me a grandmother, though I’d have gladly given that one back this morning.”

“What?”

He grinned and waved it off. “Later. What I mean is that she changed my life. Every good thing that’s come to me was because she changed my path. So it’s humbling and upsetting to realize she’s human and made a shitty mistake that hurt people.” Fender stilled. “That hurt you.”

“My father did the hurting.”

“Yeah, well, he had to do it with someone.”

Or multiple someones, Harlow thought. “I guess. That’s certainly my mother’s problem. She’s so determined to lash out at someone, and the one she needs to yell and scream at is dead.”

“How’d he go?”

“Heart attack. About ten years ago. It was quick, you know? It happened in a matter of hours. One moment I had a father, and the next he was gone. There’s no preparing for that.”

“No, there isn’t.” Fender quietly agreed.

“And once it happens, it seems really terrible and awful to list their bad qualities. He wasn’t all bad.” Something fierce gripped her, rising up with all the force of a volcano. “I think that’s what bothers me the most. He wasn’t all bad. We used to eat chocolate ice cream together while watching TV. And he called me Pip which was short for Pipsqueak. And he bought my mother roses every Valentine’s Day. You could smell them for days. He wasn’t all bad.”

Fender reached over and took her hand across the small table that separated them. Callouses pressed against her skin, the rough outward sign of a working man. She considered this—and how good that felt—as she shifted her hand beneath his, fitting their palms to each other.

“No one’s all bad.” He laced his fingers with hers.

“I think we use those terms to protect ourselves.”

The seriousness she’d seen in his gaze moments before darkened even further, something quiet and gloomy filling those depths. “You think?”

“If we add labels to the boxes we put people in, it’s way easier to catalog them in our minds,” she said. “‘Good person’ or ‘bad person’ has a place. A way to think about them. It keeps us from the real work of understanding who they are.”

“I suppose.” Fender nodded. “But some people belong in the bad box you put them in and don’t deserve to be let out.”

It didn’t take a big leap to understand who he meant. Nor did she need a sign to tell her pushing into that area was off limits. But oh, how she wanted to ask.

Wanted to know about that darkness.

His honesty about Louisa “saving him” was steeped in something she’d never understand, no matter how dysfunctional her own family had been or become. Abuse or neglect or whatever else he might have suffered before his adoption was a far cry from her own experiences.

What caught her was how much she wanted to understand. Wanted to dig deep and know the demons that shaped and made an abused child grow into a good and fine man.

* * *

Fender held Harlow’s hand as they roamed through another cavernous room at the Met. He’d never been big on art and had been more than skeptical that he’d enjoy a jaunt to the museum, but couldn’t fight the excitement in her voice over a Gauguin exhibit when she’d suggested they walk up to the museum after coffee.

Hell, it was a day with her, and he was fast coming to believe that staring at a bunch of art with her was preferable to doing just about anything without her.

Which was . . . whoa.

Fender fought off the shot of panic that pooled in his gut and rooted his feet to the spot. Thoughts like that pointed directly toward Relationshipville, and they were nowhere near that.

Right?

Harlow tugged on his hand, pulling him forward from his spot in front of a colorful painting of a figure standing in a red cape. The move was enough to jar his relationship thoughts so they were left to rattle around his brain while he followed her through the museum.

It left those same thoughts room to bump up against the other ones that had been simmering since they shared coffee. He’d asked her directly about her father yet she’d sidestepped it, focusing on her mother’s reaction.

Deliberate?

He suspected it was and wouldn’t fault her for it. He wasn’t exactly spilling his guts over his old man, so fair was fair.

But the ready defense of her father’s good qualities had captured him. And it gave him a small measure of understanding of what might have driven his mother’s choices. No one was all bad. His mother certainly wasn’t, and he assumed she hadn’t fallen in love with a total asshole. Whether that love was a good idea or not was another problem. On a moral scale, it sucked. In the messy world of human relationships, it was way harder to navigate.

He wasn’t condoning his mother’s choices, but he loved her and he couldn’t see his way to condemning her, either. Landon hadn’t had it quite so easy. His brother was moving past it—Daphne had helped that—but he’d taken the news hard. For himself, Fender knew, it had been more of an awakening. That the woman he had on a pedestal had her feet firmly on broken ground.

“You really are bored, aren’t you?”

Grateful for the reprieve from shit he usually avoided thinking about, Fender focused on the woman he was with. Yeah, there was stuff they had to figure out. And spending time with her probably was a bad idea. But staring at that heartbreakingly gorgeous face, he couldn’t quite summon up a single reason to walk away.

“I’m not.”

“Liar.”

“I never lie.”

Her eyes narrowed, those blue eyes calculating. “Never?”

“It’s not my style. I may keep my mouth shut, but that’s not lying.”

“It’s omission.”

“Or just knowing when my opinion isn’t needed.”

Her skepticism broke, a wide smile filling its place. “I think you may be that rare creature who walks through life quietly assessing the world. Sort of a mix of John Wayne and the Dalai Lama.”

“I’m no cowboy. And I’m not particularly spiritual. But I do think the world would be far better off if people knew their place.”

“Some people think it’s their place to comment on others. Lift them up somehow.”

“I know those people. They’re the ones who think speaking is a replacement for action. The same ones who left a kid in a shitty situation were the same ones who criticized a single woman for adopting him.” Fender shook his head, some of the old anger he’d carried as a kid rising up to swamp him.

Anger he’d believed long forgotten.

“Far as I’m concerned, people need to know when to keep their mouth shut,” he added, finished with the subject.

“So noted.” She squeezed his hand once more. “Now let me show you one of my favorites.”

Was Harlow done with the subject too? Most women would take an opening like that and run for the end zone of personal information and insights, yet she hadn’t pushed. “A painting?”

“A temple.”

“Here?” He owned his lack of enthusiasm about art, but what was she talking about?

“You bet. Come on.”

Because he was helpless to do anything else, Fender followed her.

* * *

“The Temple of Dendur.” Harlow waved a hand toward the Egyptian temple that rose up in splendor in a western, window-filled room of the Met, overlooking Central Park.

“A freaking temple in the middle of Manhattan.” Fender said.

“Exactly.”

He moved closer, his attention completely captured by the temple that had stood on the banks of the Nile for nearly twenty centuries. “Unbelievable.”

“It was a gift from Egypt in the sixties, but it also had a practical purpose which may interest you. Once the Nile was dammed up as Lake Nasser with the building of the Aswan Dam, the water was going to harm the structure. This temple, along with several archaeological sites, had to be moved and resettled.”

That sharp green gaze roamed up over the heavy sandstone columns before coming back to her. “So the Egyptians got a modern marvel of engineering and had gifts to give away to boot.”

“Pretty much.”

“Human ingenuity at its best.”

“And diplomacy,” Harlow added. “We can’t forget that.”

He smiled, and his attention returned once again to the carvings in the sandstone.

Well aware her knowledge of the temple bordered on fanaticism, she opted to press on, in full teacher mode now. “The temple was built to honor Isis.”

Fender’s gaze swung back around, his attention clearly switched from the temple to her. “I know you know a lot about art, but how do you know that? And all the other stuff, too? This is amazing and all, but it’s a far cry from your gallery and those paintings we looked at downstairs. I didn’t realize art expert extended to geological history lessons.”

“I like the temple.”

“And?” He stood there, expectant, and she knew it was her turn to share. In the quiet cavern of the large wing that housed the temple, strangers milling around them, it was easier to do than she’d have imagined.

“I used to come here. When I was younger. Well—” She fought the heat that crept up her neck. “When I was younger and last week. And lots of weeks before that. I like this place. It makes me happy, and it takes me away.”

“From what?”

“When I come here I know that people can still create beauty no matter what mess is going on around them.”

“I can see that. I didn’t love the stuff downstairs, but I can see the appeal. The talent and the gift that made them.”

“Those talents were used through wars and famines. Through death and destruction and whatever problems their own family had dreamed up. Art is the proof we can find beauty even when the world around us is a mess.”

Fender had stood still before her as she spoke, that stillness belying the energy she usually saw rippling off him. He was a man in motion, constantly, whether it was his fingers tapping to a beat only he could hear or his feet shifting and moving as he considered things.

Only now he was still, paying attention to her. It was heady.

More than that, it was fascinating to realize how that change in rhythm could telegraph so much.

He listened to her.

Had she ever met anyone in her life, romantically or not, who did that?

Before she could consider herself or check her actions, she moved forward, wrapping her arms around his neck and pulling him close. Even with her heels on he was still taller, and as his body pressed against hers, she felt something inside shift.

She was attracted, yes. And she wanted him, in the same, age-old way that the men and women who’d walked around this very temple two thousand years ago had wanted.

Yet even with the attraction and sexual need, Harlow knew these feelings were bigger. They held more.

If she let herself, it would be oh so easy to fall in love. And it was the one thing she couldn’t allow herself to do with him.

Yet increasingly, it was the crazy, wonderful, persistently scary drumbeat that wouldn’t let her go.

* * *

Louisa put the last of the brunch dishes away and set a cup of coffee to brew on the Nespresso. Fender had given the machine to her for Christmas, and the handy single-cup brewer had quickly become her favorite appliance.

Her son did love his gadgets, and the newer and flashier something was, the better. She’d only known it as George Clooney coffee, but Fender had seen the practical application along with the convenience.

And she loved it.

When the machine finished brewing, she took her mug and settled in at the kitchen table with her laptop. Landon had taught her how to update her campaign website, and she wanted to add a few appearances she’d scheduled for the week. The opportunity to talk to the Kiwanis on Thursday had come into her inbox the night before, and Father Thad had just that morning confirmed a discussion session for all the candidates at the church the following week.

There was much to do.

Which meant it was considerably more fun to do none of it and contemplate her boys. Fender had her thoughts at the moment, his quiet in the face of Emily Weston’s ribbing earlier a curious thing that had nagged at her throughout brunch. She knew Emily had been excited about her jaunt to the End Zone on Friday night. At the time, Louisa wasn’t sure what the old woman had loved more—that she’d been accepted at the table of young people, or that she’d taken an Uber to get there—but now that she’d heard the conversation with Fender, Louisa knew better.

Something was going on with Harlow Reynolds.

Louisa could hardly blame Fender. The woman was lovely and incredibly beautiful. A genuine knockout, as it were, and the sort of woman who usually caught her son’s eye.

Yet there was something more.

Harlow was pretty, but Louisa sensed it was the least of the woman’s attributes. There was a genuineness about her that belied both her beauty and the privilege she’d grown up with. In Louisa’s experience, that sort of ease often created a person who was innately out of touch with others, not necessarily through intention, but by circumstance.

But Harlow seemed to have none of that.

It made it that much harder for Louisa to swallow the fact that she’d willingly contributed to the parental betrayal the young woman had lived with for most of her life.

“My Harlow, she’s a sweetheart. Pretty as all get out and whip smart.” Kincaide grinned broadly over the candlelight, his blue eyes alight with pride. “She’s my Pip, she is.”

“Pip?” Louisa asked. The conversation rarely turned toward his children, so it was a surprise he was so intent on it tonight.

“She’s my Pipsqueak. Though she’s been growing like a weed lately. I’m not sure I can call her that any longer. She’s going to be the tallest kid in third grade if what I see of her friends is any indication.”

Swallowing back the sour taste that coated her tongue, Louisa reached for her wine. She and Kincaide had spent a lot of time together of late, and it was jarring to remember he went home to his family when he left her. That he was there with them in his free time, playing with his children and shuttling them back and forth to their friends, to school. Putting them to bed.

“Are you alright?” Kincaide’s focus turned sharp. “Is there something wrong with the meal?”

“No.” She waved him off and pasted on a broad smile. “No, it’s fine. I’m sorry for the frown. I randomly remembered something I left at work is all.”

He took the lie at face value, but the shift in conversation was enough to have him changing topics. “The Novasis merger is going to be a big one. You ready for it?”

“I am. The paperwork’s nearly completed, and we began the SEC filings on Monday.”

The words felt bland on her tongue, but they were easy. Work was her life, and she could navigate her way through business conversation even as other things swirled in the back of her consciousness.

What was she doing here?

Kincaide had told her repeatedly that his marriage was over. That Gretchen was cold and aloof, and that they had no discernable marriage to speak of any longer. That it was only a matter of getting his business affairs in order so he was protected financially before he began the divorce proceedings.

But the way he spoke of his daughter didn’t sound cold, or aloof, or separate. It sounded real.

And so very far removed from the two of them and the life she’d begun to imagine.

The heavy knock at the door pulled Louisa from the long-forgotten memory, and she caught herself, recentering her focus on the warm, yellow kitchen in Brooklyn, in what felt like a million years from that fine restaurant in Manhattan.

The side door in the kitchen was a throwback to the days when ice, milk ,and bread were delivered by hand and, she got up to answer the casual knock, only to find Dave Maxwell standing on the other side.

“Dave.” She gestured him in, pleased to see him.

“Louisa.” He leaned in and pressed a quick kiss to her cheek. The move was vintage Dave—and a normal, affectionate greeting between neighbors—yet she saw his face grow a light shade of pink that had nothing to do with the August heat as he pulled away.

She ignored the awkwardness that had sprung up between them and tried to focus instead on being grateful he was there. “Come on in. We missed you at brunch this morning, but I have some waffles and bacon I can heat up.”

“No.” He waved her off as he stepped in. “I had breakfast already. I’d love some coffee, though.”

“Coffee then.” She said, determined to keep a bright smile on her face. Dave had been one of her brunch misfits, as her sons called them, consistent in his attendance week in and week out. She’d been the one to ruin that by her stupid reaction to his ill-timed kiss earlier in the summer. A kiss she’d wanted desperately, even though she’d ultimately told him that she couldn’t be in a relationship. Since then, he had been conspicuously absent from brunch, a fact her other misfits had begun to notice.

But no one had noticed it more than she did.

They’d had a few coffee dates, random catch-ups that never delved deeper than neighborhood gossip and her prattling on and on about the boys for something to say. Nothing of weight or substance. Or anything that could take away the heaviness of what she’d told him earlier in the summer, when she’d confessed her affair with Kincaide. But even with those tentative meet ups, he’d stubbornly avoided brunch.

God, how she missed him. Missed their easy conversation and the appreciative look in his eyes when they spoke. Missed the way he understood her, listened to her, and sparred with her over ideas. He’d been one of the people most adamant that she should pursue the candidacy for borough president. And she’d gone and ruined it all by reacting poorly to his kiss.

One she’d wanted desperately.

“I’m sorry I missed everyone this morning. It’s been a busy summer.”

“It has.” She fussed with the coffee maker, selecting a pod with the strength she knew he liked. While that brewed she dug up the fresh carton of cream she had in the fridge, keeping her back to him as they exchanged the sort of pointless conversation acquaintances shared.

Which hurt almost as much as his not coming around. And she had no one to blame except herself.

Well, herself and the wretchedly poor timing that had Dave finally making a move at the same time Gretchen Reynolds came back into her life, determined to put a black mark on her credibility and her personal choices.

She knew what she was. What her choices all those years ago really meant. She was a home-wrecker. And while she’d built a new life for herself and her boys since then, none of it changed her choices when she’d decided to become Kincaide Reynolds’s mistress.

It was a sordid term, but it was accurate.

And it had colored how she’d seen herself and her willingness to enter a personal relationship ever since. She’d dated off and on through the years, especially after her boys had left the house, but she’d never let the relationships go very far, stepping away before they could become too serious.

Or force her to share too deeply of her past.

Dave had been different. A widower who’d moved in next door shortly after losing his wife, she’d simply reached out to him in friendship, urging him to come to her home so he wouldn’t be alone. How that gesture of friendship had turned into something deeper had been a mystery, but once on that path she’d been unable to think of him any other way.

Gathering up the creamer, the mug from the coffee maker, and her determinedly bright attitude, she crossed to the table and set the coffee before him.

“Thanks. How’s the campaign going?”

“Well.” She took her own seat and gestured toward the still-closed laptop. “Landon taught me how to update my website so that’s my project for the afternoon.”

“How’s it going?”

She avoided the eye roll but knew a frown marked her features. “I haven’t started.”

He laughed at that, tapping the machine. “You know he’d do it for you.”

“I know. But I feel like I need to apply the adage that I now know how to fish and can do it all by myself. Plus, he’s spending time with Daphne. He doesn’t need to be doing stupid tasks for me that I’m well able to do myself.”

“I saw him the other day. That boy’s floating about three feet off the ground.”

“He is. It’s a wonderful thing to see.”

A wonderful thing that had been a long time coming. Her sweet Landon, the quietest of her three boys and the one she’d worried over the most. He’d rarely shown his pain, but his past had always concerned her. The abandonment by his drug-addicted mother had haunted him. Would he be able to fall in love? More, would he be able to trust another person?

In Daphne he’d found both, and the reality of that touched her heart more deeply than she could have ever imagined. The fact that he’d found a tentative path back to his birth mother in the process warmed her equally.

“Look, I stopped over because there are some things we need to say,” Dave began. And—” He broke off, then took a deep breath. “I’m sick of sitting in my apartment every Sunday morning when I’d much rather be here.”

“I’d rather have you here, too.”

“So what are we going to do about it?”

Images of her sons faded, her own problems rising to the fore. She hadn’t been so selfishly focused since before she’d found the boys, and it was odd to suddenly concentrate on herself—on her own needs—so closely.

“You’re my friend. We’re weathering a bump, Dave. That’s all. You’re always welcome here and I’d like us to put whatever that moment was behind us and move on.”

“What if I want to be more than your friend? What if I don’t want to move on?”

Pleasure shot through her, electrifying her nerves and nearly sending her out of her seat to pace the room. Even with the desperate hope that made her want to say yes, she forced herself to sit still.

And pushed him to see the reason behind why what he was asking wasn’t possible. “Why would you want that? I already told you about what happened. About my past.”

“A past that happened nearly a quarter century ago.”

“Yet it still found a way to my present.” Gretchen Reynolds had seen to that. The woman might have stopped her defamation campaign, but it didn’t change the fact that Louisa’s own behavior was still an easy mark.

More, that it still had the power to damage others.

“Let it go.”

“It’s not that easy.”

“Actually, it is.” Dave reached across the table, taking her hand. “I don’t judge you for what happened. Why do you keep judging yourself?”

The earlier memory of Kincaide tugged at her, twisting up with the lovely woman who had captured her son’s eye. “My choices didn’t just ruin another woman’s marriage. I participated in a betrayal of his children, too. I knew better at the time, and I certainly know better now.”

“It’s in the past.”

As if to prove his point, he got up out of the chair and came around the table, leaning over and cradling her face in his hands. Her pulse sped up, the thick heartbeats throbbing in her throat as he leaned in and pressed his lips to hers.

The taste of him was all she’d remembered from their kiss earlier in the summer, but layered beneath this time were distinct notes of longing she hadn’t been fully cognizant of last time. She wanted to protest, or push him away, or tell him to stop, but knew they’d be token gestures only.

She wanted him.

Wanted him for a million reasons, even as she knew there was one huge, gaping one that meant she needed to stay away.

But oh, if things could only be different. She laid her hands over his and allowed him to continue the kiss. To take them both another fathom deeper, to where there wasn’t regret or sadness or mistakes she’d spent a lifetime running from.

To a place where there was acceptance and desire and second chances.

And then she thought of Emily’s gleeful retelling of meeting Harlow on Friday night. Thought further of the young woman’s apology a few weeks before over her mother’s actions. And no matter how much she wanted to believe Dave, she knew deep in her heart that he was wrong.

With one final squeeze for the backs of his hands, she pulled back, away from him.

Her past had come alive in her present. If not for the possible embarrassing personal consequences to her borough candidacy, she might be able to believe Dave’s sincerity. Believe they could put her past behind them.

But her son was attracted to Kincaide’s daughter, and that put her in a position of confronting her choices in the most tangible way possible.

Could she dare drag Dave into that? Ask him to support her when she was most surely going to come face-to-face with the daughter of the man she’d had an affair with?

Could she?

She’d made her choices and she had to face that burden alone, and it hardly seemed fair to bring another person into it all.

“Louisa?”

“I’m sorry, Dave. I want to believe you. Please know I do. But nothing’s in the past. Nothing at all.”

Chapter Nine

Fender tossed his wadded up napkin in a nearby trash can as he and Harlow walked off their dinner through Central Park. She’d surprised him by suggesting hot dogs off a cart—who knew the woman could down two chili dogs like a champ?—and had succeeded once again in catching him absolutely and completely off guard.

“You’re suspiciously quiet. Which makes me think I succeeded in boring you senseless over art.”

He looked at her as they strolled. “I’m not bored. Not even close.”

“You liked it?”

“I wouldn’t go that far. But I did like the Egyptian thing.”

“We could have left sooner. Although I’d be lying if I didn’t tell you that your quiet disdain for art is sort of a turn-on.”

Surprised morphed to shock. “Seriously?”

“Yeah. It sort of completes the bad-boy triumvirate. I’m only human, you know.”

He grinned at the description. “The bad boy triumvirate?”

“The worn jeans and black T-shirt that shows off killer biceps. The surly, smoldering looks. And the hatred of art. It’s hot. But I suspect you already know that.”

Know that?

How the hell would he know that? Or that describing what she did for a living as boring and uninteresting was even polite, let alone a sexual turn-on?

“You’ve lost me.”

“Nope. I don’t buy that.”

“Why not?”

“You seriously don’t know that you’re hot? Like eight women have nearly fallen over in our winding path through the park. I swear one mentioned to her friend that you were ‘eminently fuckable.’ And one sighed. Actually sighed.”

Heat fired beneath his skin, licking a path up his face. “No one said that.”

“Hand to God.” She slammed a palm against her chest. “You really didn’t hear any of that?”

“No.”

She shook her head. “Dear, sweet, clueless man.”

“Well what about you? Every man who’s passed by has ogled your chest and your legs.”

“Because both are, to borrow that oh-so-classy turn of phrase, eminently fuckable.”

“What are we going to do about it?”

“I’d say get eminently fucked, but I’m not sure that’s what you mean.” Harlow slowed before turning toward him, the smile fading from her face. “Even if we both know that’s where we’re headed.”

“Are we?”

“I know so. And so do you.”

He did know. Had known it—at least for himself—from the moment she’d walked out of her gallery office the prior month to greet him and Landon. “So what are we going to do about it? Because nothing about you is easy, Harlow. Neither is this situation.”

“Not in the least.”

“And while I normally don’t bring my mother into any discussion of sex, she’s a part of this.”

“Just like my parents.” A small smile tipped her lips. “And for the record, I normally don’t bring them up when contemplating sex, either.”

“So what do we do about it?”

“Maybe we just consider today a success and leave it at that?”

“Today’s a success?”

“Still clueless.” She shook her head and managed to land a swift, surprisingly effective smack against the side of his head. “You telling me I’m a bad date?”

“No.”

“Then yeah, today was a success. It might be an even bigger success if you asked me to dinner this week.”

They might not be doing anything “eminently,” but she wanted to see him again. This did little for his immediate discomfort, but it went a long way toward kicking his anticipation of what was to come into high gear.

Ratcheting that need down to an anticipatory simmer, he couldn’t resist teasing her. “You’re still thinking about food after mowing through two chili dogs like a longshoreman?”

Delicate eyebrows lifted over those vivid blue eyes. “You want the truth or a polite lie?”

“I told you I don’t lie. I don’t expect them in return.”

“Then I could go for a third.”

Despite the tension and sexual frustration that gripped his body even thinking about the woman—a state that had grown nearly torturous being so close to her for the last several hours—he felt something inside ease up. It was light and airy, and if he were a fanciful man, he might call it joy.

“Harlow, would you like to go to dinner this week?”

“I’d love to.”

“We can figure out where as we walk.”

“Where are we walking to?” she asked, easily taking the hand he held out to her.

“We’re going to go get you another chili dog.”

* * *

The scent of pancakes greeted Harlow as she walked into the Park Heights Community Center. She’d struggled to fall asleep the night before, her mind whirling with the events of the day.

And how unexpected it had all been.

The morning spent with her mother and brother had left her frustrated and slightly disillusioned. And then, as if she’d conjured him up, Fender had called and changed the entire day for the better.

Their quiet jaunt through a lazy Sunday, from the coffee shop to the museum to the park. Even with the tense awareness of him and the wondering about what it all meant, the day had been fun.

Easy.

And more special than she could have ever imagined.

He’d been willing to discuss any manner of subjects, from the mundane to the deeply serious. Their discussion of the affair between her father and Louisa Mills had been an interesting one, and he’d given her perspective that she hadn’t had before.

The fact was, his mother—a woman who by all accounts had made something of her life that was good, and noble, and responsible—had made a terrible error in judgment. He’d been honest in admitting that it bothered him, yet equally honest in expressing why he could and would move past it.

Harlow had secretly—in her innermost heart of hearts—thought herself somewhat noble for forgiving her father for his indiscretions. Yet Fender had positioned it in a way that not only made more sense, but took the burden off of her. Off of the notion of the entire situation being solely about forgiveness.

It was okay to be upset. To wish the person you loved had behaved better. And it was okay to still love them in spite of the flaw.

Which made her trip to Park Heights that much more necessary.

Around two A.M. she’d finally given in and accepted sleep was going to prove elusive. So she’d clicked into one of those Google links she’d been diligently avoiding, looking to see where she might begin the trip to acceptance. It would also give her a chance to make the apology she’d intended on earlier in the week, at the rally in the park.

The one that had been interrupted by her meatball-sub lunch with Fender.

Louisa was speaking at a breakfast at the community center, and for a nominal fee of three dollars, you could add pancakes, sausage, and coffee to the proceedings. Harlow did just that, quietly picking up breakfast for the elderly couples behind her, and found a seat in the back. The crowd was large, and Harlow quickly realized their excitement went well beyond a surprisingly hearty breakfast.

Louisa was a well-loved speaker. Her tales of growing up in Park Heights, the way the community had kept its roots yet spread its wings with growth and development, were a hit. Add in a few well-placed stories about her boys that were particular favorites, and she held the audience enraptured.

To her surprise, by the end Harlow was enraptured, too.

There was no question that Louisa was well able to do the job. What was even more clear was just how much she wanted the opportunity to do the work. She had plans, from road paving, to borough-wide intramural programs for at-risk teens, to an idea that particularly captivated Harlow—a pilot program at a local elderly care facility that would include a preschool.

By the end, Harlow was on her feet with the rest of the crowd and looked forward to her turn to speak with the candidate.

She helped a few of the volunteers clean up the breakfast plates before they gathered up the tablecloths for washing before the next event. The action helped calm her nerves, and gave her something to do while waiting for the large crowd to slim down.

And then finally it was her turn. All the plates had been tossed and the coffee cups emptied in the sink, and there wasn’t anything holding her back.

“Louisa?”

“Yes?” A soft smile played across Louisa’s face, drooping only slightly when she made the connection. “Harlow?”

“Yes.” Harlow extended a hand, receiving a warm clasp in return. “Harlow Reynolds.”

“I didn’t see you here.”

“I came in just before you started. I was in the back.”

“I hope it was okay.”

Okay? The comment was genuine and Harlow wondered if the woman truly understood the magic she’d woven over the crowd.

Over her.

“Your speech was inspired, and I love your ideas.”

“I’d like to get them off the ground. Even if the election doesn’t go in my favor, I think I’ve got enough support on some of those to push for them.”

“The preschool is my favorite.”

Louisa’s face lit up. “Mine, too. I saw how Emily thrived as my boys grew up, and how good it was for all of them. Then recently I saw an article about a pilot program in the Pacific Northwest—” She broke off on a small, wry smile. “I could keep going on and on, but think I may be overlooking the bigger point. I understand you met Emily Weston the other night.”

“Oh yes. She’s a character.”

“And then some.” Louisa gestured her toward one of the front tables. “And she thought you were something special. She hasn’t stopped talking about you.”

“I enjoyed Friday night and meeting her. Meeting all your family.” The reality of why she was there suddenly hung between them. “I’ve owed you a visit for a few weeks now. Ever since my mother decided to interfere with your election.”

Louisa’s focus shifted to a point on the back wall of the community room before she seemed to come to some conclusion. Her gaze was direct and unwavering when she finally spoke. “Your mother is entitled to her anger. I’m sorry she’s felt the need to express it now, but she’s entitled to it.”

“That’s awfully understanding of you. More than she deserves, really.”

“I’m not so sure about that. I made a poor choice. One a lot of people, including yourself, have had to live with.”

The thoughts that had kept Harlow company shifted once more. Between her understanding martyrdom of silent forgiveness and the freewheeling live-and-let-live attitude she’d resolved herself to in the middle of the night, Harlow realized that maybe there was a middle ground.

Simple acceptance.

Although something had been pulling her toward this moment for a while, she hadn’t been entirely sure what a conversation with Fender’s mother would entail. Would some long-buried anger work its way to the surface? Or would Louisa’s own frustration and embarrassment become something she’d use to lash out with?

Much to Harlow’s relief, neither had happened. Instead, there was just healing conversation over coffee.

“It was a long time ago. I’d like to think my life has more definition and meaning than something that happened when I was a child.”

“It certainly seems to.” Louisa’s gaze drifted away once more before coming back, as she seemed to steel herself to speak. “I was very sorry to hear of your father’s passing. I know it’s been many years, but it’s a painful thing to lose someone you love.”

Once again, emotion rushed Harlow, this time shifting her so hard it nearly upended her before she slowly righted herself. And in the quiet aftermath, she realized something else.

Whether the love was ill advised or not, the day her father died, Louisa Mills had lost someone too.

“Thank you. He was always so much larger than life that it was a shock when it happened.”

“It was a heart attack?”

“Yes. It was massive and not something he’d have recovered well from, if at all.” Harlow thought back on those days—at the news that had been delivered in the hospital lobby by a well-meaning surgical resident. At the questions she’d finally had the courage to ask her own physician the following fall during her annual physical.

And the acceptance through the grief she’d finally found a few years later, when the pain wasn’t quite so choppy or the reality quite so difficult to comprehend.

“He wasn’t a man who would have handled being an invalid very well,” Louisa said.

“No.” Harlow smiled at the thought. “Not him.”

“I am sorry for it.” Something relaxed in the stiff set of Louisa’s spine and Harlow felt hers relax in kind.

“Thank you.” Harlow wanted to say more, yet held back. It was enough that Louisa had asked. It had to be enough.

And then, as if she understood it was enough, Louisa shifted the conversation once again. “I understand you have a gallery in the city?”

“I do.” They spent the next few minutes talking about some of Harlow’s recent shows before the conversational sands shifted yet again.

“Since we seem to have come to some sort of understanding here, maybe you’ll indulge me for a moment.”

“Indulge you?” Harlow asked. “For what?”

“Let’s talk about my Fender.”

* * *

Fender tapped a hand against his thigh as he reached for a wrench with his other hand. The underside of the Buick above him was a mess when he’d started, but he’d have Mrs. Zartman’s Regal purring before he was done with it. Even if the woman had avoided coming in for maintenance for a good year.

He shuddered to think of her barreling through traffic on the Belt Parkway in the car’s previous state, but except for warning her not to let her car get into the same condition again, there was precious little he could do about it. Other than the occasional outreach to someone’s children suggesting that their parent shouldn’t be driving any longer, he had no say in what happened once they drove off his lot.

Someone had left the radio on a country station, and while he was a rock-and-roll man himself, he easily hummed along to a Brett Eldredge tune. Brett had just finished crooning about Illinois and Brad Paisley had started on the great impact of a lone beer can when something tugged on Fender’s foot.

“Yo, Fend!”

Nick’s voice echoed down to him, loud but muted by the two thousand pounds of metal over his head. “Give me a sec!”

He made the last few twists with the wrench, satisfied he was leaving the Buick in a shape nearly as good as when she came off the line, and pushed himself and the dolly out from beneath the car.

His brother stood over him, a heap of man in a gray three-piece suit.

“Look at you. Snazzy as a Sunday churchgoer.”

“I had calls this morning.” Nick looked every inch the businessman he’d become. Between his investment in and subsequent work with at the End Zone, and his recent purchase of the Unity Brewery, the big kid who’d grown into an even bigger football player had become an adult. A bona fide player in Park Heights and, if Fender knew his brother’s ambition, well beyond.

“What brings you by?”

“Rumors.”

Fender didn’t miss the dark look that rode Nick’s eyes or the stiff set of his shoulders beneath the mile of Italian silk. “Office?”

“Yep.”

Fender tugged a rag from his back pocket and wiped off his hands as they walked. Pointing toward his office door, he beelined for the sink. “I’ll be right in.”

In moments, he’d scrubbed off most of the residue of Mrs. Zartman’s Regal and headed for his office. When Nick closed the door behind him, something hard settled deep in his chest. “What’s going on?”

“Your father’s back in town.”

Whatever Fender had been expecting—and quite a few things had run through his head in the past thirty seconds, including illness, death, and the possibility something highly unlikely had happened between Nick and Emma—the mention of his father wasn’t remotely on the list. “What?”

“Chili called me a little while ago. Said he’d heard it from an acquaintance that Trent was back in town and looking for some work.”

Fender was well aware his father’s definition of work didn’t pass the usual pressure test. Although the man was a great mechanic, the pay had always been beneath his dreams, so he’d turned to leg breaking, petty theft, and the occasional drug run to augment his income. “Fuck.”

“I thanked Chili for the heads-up. He said you should call him if you needed anything.”

Chili Samuels, Nick’s personal champion and the former owner of the bar that had become the End Zone, had moved to Florida around the same time he’d sold to Nick. Although not a leg breaker himself, Chili had always maintained a base relationship with the less-savory elements of Park Heights. He’d managed and run a business that stayed off their radar, yet sustained a sort of equanimity with the neighborhood’s thugs.

Nick had managed the same, albeit with a bit more polish than his predecessor. But it was always a solid reminder when the distance from respectable bar owner to town thug was pointed out.

“When did he get back?” Fender asked.

“Chili didn’t know. Said he could look into it if you wanted, but I told him to hold off until I could talk to you.”

“Thanks. Yeah. Good call.”

“You okay?”

It would be easy to dismiss the question with a shrug and a sneer—but this was Nick. His brother. And a man who’d grown up under the same shadow of fists and bruises, condemnation and abuse. Nick’s had taken the form of an asshole with fists whose problems lived in the bottom of a bottle.

While the outcome had been the same, Fender’s had carried the extra layer of criminal element. His father was small-time, but he was mean as a snake and, Fender suspected, equally lethal if crossed. To this day Fender didn’t know for certain if the old man had killed anyone, but if he had to bet on it, he’d side in the cardinal-sin column.

“Why do you think he’s back?”

“I don’t know.” Nick stilled for a moment. “A lot of his old associates are gone. Goldfish died a few years ago and Boneyard bit it even before your old man left. Sonny “Lemons” is still in prison and Joe Tortoricci seems to have gone straight since he’s been out on parole. We can check with Cade or Daphne on that.”

It was a good call on Nick’s part that would leave Chili out of the middle of things. Daphne’s brother, Cade, had run vice for over a decade for the NYPD out of the same precinct as Daphne. Cade would know the score.

“It’s a good start, but geez, do you hear yourself?” Fender was the last person who should make fun of a name, but Goldfish and Boneyard and the inimitable Sonny “Lemons,” who had gotten the name on account of the fact that his shitty—and criminal—personality was the exact opposite of the sun or anything that remotely smacked of freshness. “Those names? The backgrounds and the rap sheets each one of them has or had? Shit.”

His office was too small to pace—especially with someone else in it—but Fender stood up anyway, unable to sit. He’d built something, damn it. Had moved on and built a life, and a business, and a future for himself.

What the fucking hell was Trent Blackstone doing back, right in the middle of it all?

And just like that, the leisurely Sunday he’d spent with Harlow filled his mind’s eye, a sheet of ice spreading through his body like frostbite.

He couldn’t expose her to this. Couldn’t take the risk his father might find out about her.

“Fend? You okay?”

“Yeah. I’m great.”

Fucking swell.

The fears he’d harbored over a crappy past and a long-dead relationship between his mother and her father seemed like the least of his problems. If Trent Blackstone got a load of the classy woman with the killer legs and Upper East Side pedigree, he’d never go back to the hole he crawled out of.

Ever.

Chapter Ten

Harlow hit mile three of her run around the reservoir and fought the urge to veer off toward the vendor cart she’d passed on the south end of the path. Although she exercised regularly, the need for a fourth mile was specifically because of the third hot dog she’d inhaled on Sunday night and the pancakes on Monday morning. She’d done her penance the day before with a run and knew a second day of atonement was required for that lapse in judgment.

When you added on the attack of nerves that had suddenly taken root every time she thought about her dinner the next evening with Fender, the incentive remained high to keep pushing forward, one foot after the other.

She deftly ignored the hot dog’s siren call and kept on. The August morning was hot, even though she’d started her run around six. She thought fondly of the cooler days that would be here before she knew it.

It wasn’t in her nature to wish her life away, but she’d be lying if she didn’t admit how much she looked forward to what might be in her future. The time she’d spent with Fender had been amazing. What was building between them—and hopefully would come to something more after their dinner—even more so.

The fears she’d had over starting something with him hadn’t vanished, but their Sunday together had given her a new perspective. Her time with Louisa the day before had given her even more confidence that they could all find a way forward.

Maybe it was naïve of her, but she’d begun to convince herself that they could find a way past their mutual backstory. Because in the end, that’s all it was. A history that neither she nor Fender had participated in, that had no place in their present.

Or future.

Not that it wasn’t awkward, she admitted to herself. She could be as brave in her own mind as she wanted, but she still hadn’t mentioned to her mother or her brother that she was spending time with Fender. Nor had she gone out of her way to introduce him to any of her friends.

Which she’d change.

If she could ever figure out which one of them she might want to introduce him to.

The sad fact was that she had few friends, and her social life was mostly made up of acquaintances. How had she let things get to that place?

Her best friend, her roommate from college, had moved to a Chicago suburb a few years back with her husband and children, and Harlow had allowed the distance and their separately busy lives get the better of them. Their third roommate had been roaming the world on photography assignments, and other than a few Facebook messages, likes, and post comments, Harlow had lost touch with her, too.

All of which needed to change.

Whether or not Fender Blackstone became a permanent fixture in her life, she needed to reconsider the one she was living. The fun evening out with his family and friends on Friday had opened her own eyes to how much she was missing out on, and it was time to make a change.

With renewed energy, both mental and physical, she picked up her pace and sped through the rest of her fourth mile. Heading for the cart—and resolutely resisting everything but a bottle of water—a loud hello pulled her from her thoughts.

“Harlow?”

“Tandy!” Harlow glanced down at her soaked tank top before stepping back. “I’m in no state to hug you but it’s good to see you.”

“You too.” Tandy leaned in anyway and gave her a polite kiss on the cheek. “I’m about to start my workout so I’m going to hope your self-righteous exercise vibes rub off on me.”

Harlow gestured toward a nearby bench. She might have been neglecting friends of late, and here was an opportunity to change that. “Let’s catch up quickly before you get started. It’s so nice to see you.”

“I know. The summer has flown by.”

“Your sister got married, didn’t she?”

Tandy nodded, and the two of them exchanged the usual pleasantries along with a side of wedding gossip. “Wendy Meyers is the next one to get married. Next month, as a matter of fact,” Tandy said.

“I’m looking forward to it. The invitation just came last week.”

A merry twinkle lit up Tandy’s sweet brown eyes. “I hope you’re bringing that gorgeous plus-one you’ve been out and about with.”

“Plus-one?”

“Your secret’s out. Melissa Newton said she saw the two of you coming out of Hal’s on Sunday.”

Harlow forced her smile, refusing to give in to the sudden confusion at being the subject of gossip. This was how things were done in her world, and she could hardly complain about it after getting the latest updates from Tandy on everyone else they knew. “That’s funny, I never saw her. She should have come over to say hi.”

“Oh you know Melissa, she never wants to interrupt.”

No, the woman only wanted to get gossip and share it with whomever would listen. Melissa had probably followed her and Fender to the Met, too, if Harlow had to guess.

But she didn’t say any of that. Instead she pasted on a smile and gave an airy wave. “He’s a friend.”

That gaze twinkled even harder. “A friendly friend?”

“Perhaps. Jury’s still out.”

“Well good luck to you, and hopefully I’ll get to meet him at Wendy’s wedding in a few weeks.”

We’ll see about that, Harlow thought as Tandy jumped up and headed toward the reservoir and her own run for the day. Harlow waved back at her friend and waited until she was out of sight before letting her smile fall.

She wasn’t ashamed of Fender—not at all. Yet she’d failed to mention his name to Tandy and had casually changed the subject.

Why?

It wasn’t who he was. She didn’t care if he was a mechanic, and she didn’t care what her friends thought of him. It was who she was. And try as she might, she couldn’t imagine that he’d think well of her once he met her vapid, wealthy social circle. The import and focus they put on society weddings and dinner parties and who knew who suddenly felt empty and cold.

It scared her to think that introducing Fender into that world might make whatever tentative relationship was growing between them wither and die on the vine.

Yet how was she going to avoid it?

* * *

The large brownstone on Cherry Street rose up before Fender as he stood at the front door of his mother’s house. Technically it was his house too, but he hadn’t claimed the address in nearly a decade. Instead, he’d chosen a one-bedroom apartment about fifteen blocks away—close enough to home to get there easily, and far enough away to have space.

It worked for him and, best as he could tell, it worked for his mother, too.

But it didn’t change the fact that he loved the large brownstone like it was a member of the family, and in a lot of ways it was.

He, Nick, and Landon had marveled over the place the first time Louisa had brought them there. After she’d seen the three of them on the playground, she’d somehow suspected their lives weren’t ideal and she’d reached out to the school and then social services.

Their first meeting had happened back on those school grounds, he and his brothers summoned to the principal’s office about a week after the conversation through the playground fence. The counselor had talked to them all, as had social services, and he could still remember the churning feeling in his stomach when he thought that he might have a way out of the dank, dismal apartment he shared with his father. How desperately he’d hoped for that outcome, even as he was scared to death his father would find out about the whole thing and get after him for it.

They’d had several visits with Louisa supervised by social services and he’d been asked a ton of questions he didn’t want to answer. But in the end, reason had won out, and his own testimony, testimony from Turner and June Monroe, and enough local complaints brought against his father convinced authorities to have Fender removed from Trent Blackstone’s custody.

A few weeks after that, Mama Lou, as they’d begun calling her, had brought them to the brownstone she’d just purchased. It certainly didn’t look like it did today, he mused, remembering the aged wallpaper, the semiworking plumbing, and the endless four stories’ worth of baseboards that he, Nick, and Landon had spent weekends painting.

He’d loved it.

Had loved watching it all come together. Had loved the pizza they’d share after a day’s work. Had loved how she asked them about school, soccer, movies, video games, and whatever else had their fancy. Landon loved comic books so Mama Lou became an expert on that. Nick loved sports so there were reams of sports magazines and almanacs lying around, and hours of conversation over the odds of the Jets or the Giants making the playoffs.

And he’d loved cars. Posters, models, and magazines filled the room she gave him as she encouraged him to focus on what he loved. Although she understood football better than brake pads, that didn’t stop her from asking him about shop class and taking an interest in whatever his latest project was.

“Fender?”

His mother stood behind him, twin canvas bags hanging from each hand. He quickly moved down to take the groceries from her, then followed her up the steps.

“What are you doing here, sweetie?”

“I just came to say hi.”

“Hi.” She kissed his cheek before digging her keys out unlocking the front door. The smell of home greeted him, a mix of the flowers she always kept around the house and the lingering scent of home-cooked meals.

Although she’d perfected brunch pretty quickly, dinner had come a bit harder. They’d suffered through more than a few burned dinners when they were kids as she learned new recipes for oven-baked chicken, and lasagna, and shrimp casserole. They might have had a lot of stinkers, but in addition to the pancakes and waffles she’d perfected, meatloaf and spaghetti became staples. Since the meal was always hot and the table full of laughter, Fender had never complained.

“What brings you over at three in the afternoon? Not that I’m not happy to see you.” She tapped his arm to get him moving from where he stood in the living room. “Because I’m always happy to see you. Let’s get some of that in the fridge.”

He carried the bags into the kitchen, the warm-yellow walls as welcoming as she was. He unpacked while she put the stuff away, then he took the Coke she pulled out for him when they were done. She snagged a diet for herself and gestured toward the table. “I’ve been patient long enough. What’s going on?”

“My father’s back in town.”

The soft smile faded, all traces of gentleness following suit. “When? Why?”

“I don’t know. Chili called Nick about it, and he came to tell me.”

Louisa took a seat, her face going an ashy gray color. “It’s the campaign, isn’t it? One more reason I should have left this all alone.”

“No, Mom. No way.” He took the seat opposite her. “Why would you think that?”

“It’s churned everything up. The stuff with Gretchen Reynolds. The attention the borough run has gotten in the paper, along with Nick’s purchase of the Unity. He must have seen it all and decided to come make trouble.”

“You’re assuming Trent Blackstone knows how to use the internet or even cares. I don’t think that’s it.”

“Then what do you think it is?”

“Bad timing.”

He’d worked through it in his head—had thought of little else since Nick left his office earlier—and no matter what scenario he came up with, he kept coming back to bad timing. He’d do some digging and make that call to Cade, as well as a few other calls to nose around, but he wanted to consider the situation first and get his ducks in a row.

There was no reason to think the old man was keeping up with him—Trent hadn’t made a single outreach in over fifteen years—so it could all be a major coincidence. A crappy coincidence, but one all the same.

It was also the reason he had no interest in putting himself or his family on Trent’s radar before he had to. His mother’s campaign had made the news, but it was still a local borough run. She hadn’t exactly turned into Oprah or even gained status as a local celebrity. Nor did the borough run imply wealth, which was really the only thing Trent Blackstone cared about. If something didn’t keep him in money to fund his vices, the man had little interest in it.

The last time they had seen him was shortly after Nick was drafted into the NFL. The old man had come nosing around, and Nick had put the kibosh on that faster than he ran a forty. Fender hadn’t even found out until Nick was about to leave for training camp, and they’d had a knockdown fight over it.

Nick had maintained it had nothing to do with Fender and everything to do with his new NFL-player status. Fender had heartily disagreed and brought on the worst fight the two of them had ever had. In the end, Nick had apologized, owning up to the fact that he should have confided the details. They’d moved on, but it had taken a long time for the ghost of Trent Blackstone fade away from Park Heights.

Which made it that much more frustrating that the spectral chains had begun to rattle once more.

Although Fender normally wouldn’t scare his mother this way, especially without all the details, she needed to know, and to keep her wits about her. Her involvement in the community had grown, and they weren’t going to be able to restrict her movements. Not like he’d even try it.

At least not yet.

If his father gave him any reason to think Mama Lou was in danger, there was nothing he wouldn’t do to protect her.

“What do you think he wants?” Louisa asked. The usual warmth and vitality she always projected had vanished. For the first time, Fender wondered what weird-ass shit had hit them all this summer. It certainly hadn’t been quiet and carefree, nor had it been without some really strange events. The lives they’d all built—the steady, forward progression that had pushed him, Landon, and Nick into adulthood—had taken a beating this summer.

The news of their mother’s life before she adopted them. The way Gretchen Reynolds had tried to mess around in Landon’s business to screw with their mother. The return of Landon’s birth mother to Park Heights. Nick almost not getting the brewery. All had ended well on that one, with him and Emma finding their way. And Landon had found Daphne, so things had worked out there, too.

But what was going on?

And why did Trent’s return to Brooklyn feel more ominous and menacing than anything else that had happened?

“What he always wants,” he said. “To make trouble. To run some sort of scam or glom on to someone else’s. Anything to make a quick buck.”

“Well he’s not welcome here.”

“No, he’s not,” Fender agreed. But he wasn’t sure that would stop his father.

Chapter Eleven

Fender walked into the lobby of the apartment building on Fifth Avenue and almost turned around and walked back out. Marble echoed beneath his shoes and the cool air-conditioned air of the lobby fought back the thick soup that had accompanied him from the subway. Luxury in the midst of the city.

And the very thing he’d mentally battled since the news his father was back in town.

The building was elegant and understated, but the wealth was obvious. The woman who lived there wore that wealth with ease. And he was the street rat raised, for part of his life, by someone who not only coveted what others had, but would think nothing of trying to take it.

Which was why he needed to leave, not give his name to the doorman.

Like a steady drumbeat, that reality had pounded through him since Nick’s visit to his shop the day before. No matter how he looked at it, there was no way he could continue something with Harlow. It had taken Mrs. W. exactly three nanoseconds to see there was a spark between them. The rest of their table the previous Friday at the End Zone had caught on a few moments later. There would be no keeping a relationship with her under wraps.

Which meant there was no keeping it from his father.

And fuck it all, how was it he’d reached his thirties—his goddamn thirties?—and still lived in fear of his father.

The doorman waved him toward the elevators. “Twelfth floor, Mr. Blackstone. Ms. Reynolds is expecting you.”

The elevator gave a smooth ride to twelve and he stepped off into a polished lobby. A small table hugged the wall, a Tiffany lamp lit at its center. The hall had a warm, welcoming glow to it, with four apartments spaced off the central entrance. He scanned the doors saw the small plaque bearing “12D” on the last one to his right.

He knocked, and before he could even consider heading back to the elevator, the woman of his dreams stood on the opposite side of the threshold. The urge to goggle was strong, but he forced himself to stand there and not touch her. She was light and beautiful and stunning and fresh, and in that moment, he realized he hadn’t touched her because of one reason and one reason alone.

He was afraid to.

The reality of his life—the one that had haunted him since birth and couldn’t ever be erased—would ruin that light and freshness as surely as he stood there. If he tried in any way to claim her, that reality would spoil all that she was.

“Come in.”

Harlow gestured him inside, and he shoved his hands in his pockets, moving through the door and quickly taking a spot several feet away from her. The slightest dip marred the space between her brows but otherwise she showed nothing as she turned to close the door.

Don’t be a bastard, Blackstone. Tell her why you’re here. Why you can’t stay. Why you have to leave for her own good.

“You look handsome.”

He glanced down at the gray slacks and the dark button-down he’d paired with them. “I fix up every now and again.”

“I like it.” The light scent of her tickled his nose as she moved up close. Her hand pressed to his chest as she leaned in for a kiss. Ass that he was, he took it. Nearly took more before holding himself back.

Her voice was husky and warm when she spoke. “I also like the jeans and T-shirts so perhaps I’m a bit biased.”

She stepped back, the soft curls of her hair brushing against his cheek as another wave of her scent enveloped him. Immediately, his mind filled with images of tangled bodies wrapped up in each other, and he could imagine her rising up above him, sheathed in moonlight.

The image hit him so hard he felt it to his toes and nearly stumbled where he stood. It was only the fear of looking dumber than he already felt that had him shifting his stance and righting himself.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“I have reservations a few blocks away, at Delano’s.”

“I haven’t been there in much too long. Excellent choice.”

Fender wasn’t so sure about that, but he was pleased his internet research had paid off. The steak house’s menu had sounded like a good choice when he’d looked up places in her neighborhood, and the pictures on the site made him think they’d have a quiet table to themselves. Which had seemed like a good idea when he’d booked it on Monday. Now he wasn’t so sure.

“Ready to go?”

“Sure.” He shrugged and gestured toward the door. “I’ll follow you out.”

Again, that slight dent dipped in her forehead, but she didn’t say anything. He wasn’t immune to the body language that had grown stiffer the longer he stood in her front hallway like a raging ass, but he knew of no other way to get through the evening and get the hell out of Dodge. It was too late to cancel now. He’d come all this way, and she’d dressed up, and he’d embarrass her with her doorman if he headed back out the way he’d came.

Right, because the doorman’s opinion is the problem here.

He hoped like hell his internal monologue wasn’t at all visible on his face. Instead, what he needed to do was cool the hell down and focus on getting through the evening. Treat it like a farewell dinner or something. Enjoy dinner with a hot woman, have a good steak, and call it a night.

End of story.

But watching the light swish of her hips as he followed her out the door, Fender realized just how foolish he’d been. He should have cut and run while he had the chance. Instead, he was going to have to buck up and take his punishment.

One savory bite at a time.

* * *

Harlow painted on her sweetest smile for the host as he led them to their table. She recognized the man—Delano’s had been one of her father’s favorite places—and had appreciated the sweet welcome he’d given her when she and Fender walked in.

It had been that kind face that had helped her keep it together. That and the fact that she wasn’t actually interested in making a scene in public.

What had possibly happened since the flirting and the kissing and the all-around perfect day she and Fender had shared on Sunday? Other than the unfortunate reminder in the park the day before of just how nosy her friends could be, she had looked forward to their date all week. Yet here he was, acting like a man headed to the gallows.

She wanted to ask him what was wrong. Just have it out and push it into the open, but he continued to look uncomfortable and . . . unapproachable.

For all his stoic demeanor and bad-boy appearance, in all their interactions, she hadn’t found him to be unapproachable. Aloof, maybe. Certainly reserved and protective of whatever it was that went on in his stubborn head. But not the cold, almost harsh figure he cut this evening.

He seemed so separate. So out of the moment. And so obviously wishing he were somewhere else.

She’d nearly turned on her heel and walked out. But then there’d be that whole making-a-scene thing, and she’d already spotted one of her mother’s friends on the far side of the restaurant. Millie Farrell hadn’t waved yet but it was only a matter of time before the woman saw them.

When Harlow realized they were being seated clear on the opposite side of the room, in a quiet, dark corner, she took a deep breath. Perhaps Millie wouldn’t seem them. Maybe she’d even get out of this with her pride intact.

Because she sure as hell wasn’t getting out with her heart intact. Not if the attitude freezing her out from across the small table was any indication of what was to come.

Once settled, Harlow placed her napkin in her lap and contemplated how quickly she could take the edge off. She normally drank a modest amount on dates, but the urge to blot out what was already a miserable experience hit her hard.

“What can I get you, miss?”

“A double vodka, neat,” she ordered, her gaze and smile for the waiter only. If the man sensed the tension, he said nothing, his own smile firmly in place. But he hightailed it off as soon as Fender ordered a Scotch.

Smart man, Harlow thought to herself. She picked up her menu, still determined to avoid eye contact with Fender. So it was a surprise when his deep voice whispered across the table. “What are you having?”

“Humble pie, apparently.”

“I wasn’t aware it was on the menu.”

She lifted her gaze, unwilling to let him off the hook. “Oh no?”

“No. If it was, I would have seen it already and decided to order it.”

As apologies went it wasn’t much, but it was a start. “What’s wrong with you tonight?”

“Nothing.”

She waited, hoping he’d change his answer. She even gave him a few extra moments when the waiter came back with their drinks. It was only after he left, granting her request for a bit more time with the menu, that she finally spoke. “I thought you didn’t lie.”

“I don—” He broke off, he hand stilling as he reached for his drink. “I don’t lie. But I can’t tell you what’s wrong.”

“Why not?”

“Because I can’t. Which is a crappy answer, but it’s the only one I have.”

She let that sink in, aware that honesty didn’t always leave one with the best feelings. Especially when she was curious to know what had him upset.

“Did I do something?”

“Not at all.” His answer came winging back at her far faster than she expected.

“Oh.”

“Look, I shouldn’t have come out in a bad mood. And I’m not trying to put you in one. Why don’t we focus on dinner? The specials look good.” He tapped the small paper that had been inserted in their menus. “No humble pie but their lobster thermidor looks good. Order it and torture me with the images of the sex I’m not going to have tonight because I’m an asshole.”

“I avoid ordering lobster on dates for all the clichéd reasons you just identified.” She kept her gaze and added a subtle layer of frost for good measure. “I also avoid dating assholes, as a rule.”

“Then why’d you come out with me?”

The comment was enough to break the tension, but it was the look in his eyes that really got her. There was fear there, even as he teased her. She recognized it—saw the way it tensed up his face, drawing his cheekbones into taut peaks—but had no idea the reason for it.

Had something happened to him?

Harlow wanted to keep probing, but held herself back. Something was wrong, but she instinctively knew that pushing on it wasn’t going to net her the answers she wanted. So instead she took a sip of her drink and did one of the things she did best.

She sparkled and shined, putting every ounce of her Upper East Side training to good use.

And did her level best to help him forget whatever had made him afraid.

* * *

“It wasn’t lobster, but it was a darn fine steak.” Harlow smoothed her napkin on her lap, her mood considerably lighter than when they walked in. A situation he was solely responsible for, but which she’d decided not to be as upset about after her delicious steak, vodka double, and two glasses of really excellent wine.

“Eminently so?” Fender asked, something heated and sexy filling his gaze, deftly replacing the darkness she’d seen earlier.

“Eminently.”

The vague notion that they’d found their way back on track—and what could come of that after they arrived back at her apartment—did battle with her lingering upset over his earlier attitude. She wasn’t one to hold a grudge, and she’d grant him his privacy, but she didn’t deserve the cold shoulder.

Or the hot and cold routine.

Their waiter had dropped off dessert menus, and Harlow eyed them warily. “I’m not sure dessert is a good idea.”

“You disappoint me, woman who managed three chili dogs all by herself.”

“You had a third too,” she shot back in a lame attempt to justify the fact that she really wanted the chocolate lava cake.

“I’ll share it with you.”

“Share what with me?”

“The lava cake you keep circling around.”

“How’d you—” She stopped when she glanced down and realized her finger lay on top of the words. “You win. Lava cake it is.”

“Done.”

They both ordered coffees with the dessert, and Harlow marveled at the change in him. There was still a distance in him—the wariness hadn’t fully left his gaze—but he had relaxed a bit. And as the meal went on, she’d seen definite glimpses of the easy camaraderie and sexual tension they’d shared. In fact, things had shaped up so well, she’d almost convinced herself she wasn’t at all curious about what had put him in a mood.

Yeah, right, Reynolds.

The waiter arrived with their dessert and coffee, the scent of warm, gooey chocolate doing a number on her resistance. Fender Blackstone already did things to her libido, and now here she was sharing a decadent dessert with him.

“I’m sorry about before. You deserve better.”

“Better than what?” Harlow asked.

“Better than a guy who doesn’t have the balls to break things off with you by doing it to your face.”

“Oh.” She set her fork down, the thought of eating anything else souring what was already there. “Oh, I see.”

“I don’t think you do.”

“No, I think I see fine. I’m not sure why you waited until now to tell me, but I see fine.”

Of all the things she’d been expecting, a letdown at the end of the meal wasn’t it. Despite the rocky start, they’d had a nice evening. And here he was, dumping her? She reached for her purse, lifting the small strap from the back of her chair, when Fender stopped her, stilling her movements with a gentle hand to her forearm. “I’m trying to explain things. Would you give me a minute?”

Embarrassed heat still flooded her face, and all she really wanted to do was get out of there, but she waited. And as she looked at him, she saw that look of fear flash once more in his eyes.

With startling clarity, she realized nothing that was happening had anything to do with her beyond being collateral damage.

“Something happened this week,” she said.

“Look, I said I can’t talk about it.”

“But it’s big enough to walk away from whatever this is between us?”

“Yes.”

The desire to run was still strong, but the bigger desire to understand what was going on won out. “Let’s get out of here and you can tell me what’s going on.”

“I’m not—”

“Let’s get out of here.”

Seemingly resigned, Fender reached for the check the waiter had laid down and set out his credit card. Whether on purpose from observing their tense evening all night, or just because the place had great service, their waiter had the bill cleared and the check back in a matter of minutes, a carryout bag in his hand.

“An extra lava cake to go.” The waiter winked at her, leaving no doubt he understood the tension at the table. “On the house.”

The walk back to her apartment was only about six blocks, and Harlow gave Fender two of them before she spoke. “What has you so upset?”

“My father’s back.”

She’d already expected him to stall and push off telling her what had him so upset, so the simple answer stopped her, even before the Don’t Walk sign flashed at the crosswalk.

“When?”

“Yesterday.” He shifted from foot to foot, that nervous energy back in spades. “Nick told me my father was back in town.”

“Have you seen him?”

“Not yet.”

“But this is the reason you didn’t want to come tonight?”

“I don’t want you anywhere near him.”

Harlow took in his words, bumping them up against the reality of the fear she’d seen. Fear that now had a name since he’d told her what was bothering him.

“But he’s not here. He can’t find us here.”

“Maybe not, but he will. Park Heights is small, and it won’t take long for him to figure out we’re dating.”

She tried to process what he was telling her but found it difficult to reconcile the panicked picture he outlined. “You’ve had problems in the past?”

“Not with anyone I’ve dated, but he did make trouble for Nick when he was first drafted into the NFL.”

“Trouble how?”

“He saw dollar signs and tried to get some out of Nick. Made a bunch of threats about how he’d rough him up. When that didn’t work, he added how he’d rough up our mom if Nick didn’t pay up.”

“Did he hurt her?”

“Nick fixed the problem. My brother’s a big guy, and few people are dumb enough to mess with him. But my father underestimated how well-liked Nick was by his cronies, too.”

“What happened then?”

“Nick had him run out of town.”

Although she knew Fender had a past, “cronies” and “run out of town” suggested a far rougher life than she’d realized. Whatever fantasies she’d spun about Fender Blackstone the bad boy had a darker edge than she’d imagined.

Or given him credit for.

“Is your father a criminal?”

“Small-time. He’s crafty and hasn’t ever been convicted of anything—” He stopped on a harsh laugh. “At least as far as I know. But if he’s stayed true to form, he knows how to lay low. How to hang under the radar. He’s small-time petty stuff, but that doesn’t make him any less dangerous.”

“Do you think he leveled up? While he’s been gone?”

The question was an odd one, but in her world, people progressed in jobs. In life. If you were good at something, you got promoted.

Had Fender’s father done the same once he got out of New York?

“Leveling up, even in crime, takes ambition and hard work. My father’s not particularly good at either.”

She took it in, careful to observe him as they walked. His shoulders had hunched slightly, and she could see him physically closing in.

Closing off.

And going to a place far, far away from her.

“Let’s take this from a different angle. He’s been gone a long time. Why do you assume he’s going to cause problems? It’s not like Nick wouldn’t make good on his promise. And you’re no slouch, Fender. I’m sure you’re more than able to take care of yourself.”

“I’m fine. He can’t hurt me, and if he tries, I will take care of myself. But I can’t do the same for you. Especially if he figures out we’re dating and goes off on his own to find you.”

“This is crazy talk. How is he even going to find me?”

He whirled on her again, a block from her apartment. The other high-rises that made up her stretch of Fifth Avenue rose up behind them, sentinels of wealth and privilege and prosperity.

They were her life. Her past, present, and what she’d always believed was her future. And in a matter of days, they’d become a liability to what she increasingly believed she needed in her life to be happy.

“You’re a beautiful, wealthy woman. All it takes is one look at you to see it. Hell, my entire apartment would fit inside your living room.”

“He’s not going to know that.”

“He’ll find out. And when he does, you won’t be safe.”

* * *

Fender followed Harlow into her building, the doorman greeting them once again. “Ms. Reynolds. Mr. Blackstone.”

“Evening, Patrick,” she said. “Good night?”

“They’re all good nights.” Patrick winked. “But it helps that it’s a quiet Wednesday.”

“I hope it stays that way.”

There was a genuineness in her greeting and the exchange, and again, Fender was struck by her kindness. Her warmth. And the even kinder gesture in handing over her dessert. “Our waiter decided to gift us with an extra dessert. While lovely, I was far too decadent over dinner. I hope you’ll enjoy it. It’s still warm and there’s a fork already in there.”

Patrick’s indulgent smile grew warm. “You should save it for yourself.”

She patted his hand and offered up a wry smile. “I’m not up for extra miles around the reservoir this week.”

“I’d hate to put you to any extra effort, then.” Patrick grinned before he peeked into the bag. “No extra effort at all.”

The elevator opened as soon as she pressed the button, and Fender stepped in behind her. “That was nice of you. Especially since our waiter gave it to you as a consolation for a shitty evening with me.”

“I wouldn’t call it shitty.”

“Monumentally shitty?”

Her eyebrows rose but she said nothing, just walked out of the elevator when the doors slid smoothly open.

Fender followed, his gaze hungry as he took in the picture she made. Her hair hung in long waves down her back, full of wide, looping curls. They were soft—he already knew that—and he wanted to touch them. Wanted to touch all of her.

But he held himself back.

He had no right to touch her. No right to spoil her life with what terrible things lay in his.

Harlow unlocked the door, then turned toward him. “Come in, Fender.”

“I shouldn’t. Really—” She stilled his words with only a glance, her eyes a wild blue in the midst of that tempting face.

God, she was gorgeous. It clawed at him, both her beauty and the amazing person he knew lived inside her skin. What was on the surface was only a small portion of her true beauty.

How she treated others. How she spoke to them. How she respected them. That was the real truth in her beauty, and it made her so very much more than a pretty face.

She was amazing.

“Come inside, Fender.” She said it again, added her hands on his to pull him close. “We can talk about everything else in the morning.”

“I have to leave.”

“In the morning. You can go then. But you’re giving both of us this right now.” Her words were the lilting, tempting song of a siren.

He knew he needed to fight them—needed to avoid crashing on the rocks that surely awaited him—but there was no way he could walk away.

No way he could leave her.

Not when she looked at him like that. Or when her lips pressed against his throat, heat over the pulse that throbbed there. And certainly not when her hands slipped over the buttons of his shirt, slipping them free one by one.

He pressed the heavy wood door closed with the palm of his hand, then pulled her against him, his back against the door. As soon as the lock clicked into place and he was assured of their privacy, he plundered.

Chapter Twelve

Harlow heard the light scratch against silk and felt large, rough-worn hands drift over the back of her dress. Clever fingers had the zipper down her back before they slipped inside the open slit, tracing a finger against the back of her bra. She arched into him, the heat of his chest like a brand against her fingers as she stripped him of his shirt.

When the last button came free, she dragged his shirt off his arms, then reached for the thin T-shirt underneath to free it from his slacks. That followed his dress shirt into a puddle on the floor, exposing an impressively muscled chest. Determined not to give him a moment to think, she kept up the sensual assault, slipping her free hand into his slacks, more than pleased with what she found there.

His erection, firm and solid against her palm, confirmed that he wanted her.

She’d believed them on the same page. Had thought this was the moment they were moving toward, yet his behavior before dinner and then at the end had given her doubts. But here was the proof he wanted her.

The confirmation she was making the right choice.

“Harlow.” Her name came out on a harsh exhale, his lips against her forehead when he spoke.

“I’m right here.”

She stilled her motions, but kept her palm firm against his body while looking up into his eyes. That dark green that had captivated her from the first was fully focused on her. His jaw was tight, the lines of his neck standing out even as his body pressed into her hand, nearly of its own accord.

“I want you.”

“I certainly hope so.”

He groaned at her joke and the additional pressure she placed on his erection. “You’re killing me.”

“Then I guess I’m doing it right.”

Through the pleasure and the sensual ministrations, she saw him shift. Knew it the moment everything shifted, and her sensual assault on his body was going to be returned.

With fingers still resting against her back, Fender flicked the clasp of her bra open. With deft movements, he had it and her sleeveless dress down her arms, faster than she could blink. Gravity did the rest of the work, the silk sliding over her hips to pool at her feet, her bra falling with it.

With one arm firm at the base of her spine, he tilted her backward, his mouth finding a bare nipple. Harlow sucked in a hard breath as pleasure whipped through her body with all the force of a lightning strike. His tongue pressed against the firm peak, pure, sensual electricity flowing through her veins.

Something dark and desperate responded low in her body, building with the pressure of his mouth. She attempted to writhe against him, but he held her firmly in place, the heat of his tongue relentless against her breast. Abstractly realizing her fingers still encased his body, she caressed his length, satisfied when the motions only added to the determined strokes of his tongue.

With his free hand, Fender stilled her arm, pulling her up so that her breasts were flush against his chest. “Much as I’d love to stay right here, perhaps we can find our way to the bed and save the calisthenics for when we know each other better?”

“You mean you don’t want to bang me against the door?”

Harlow meant the words as a lighthearted tease, so she wasn’t prepared for the way his arms tightened around her protectively. “I want you anywhere I can have you. But strangely, banging you wasn’t quite what I had in mind.”

Something hard settled in her throat, blocking her ability to speak for a moment. Whatever she’d believed this was—and she hadn’t take it lightly—the seriousness in that bottle-green gaze proved that it was something special.

For both of them.

Swallowing around the lump in her throat, she settled her hands at his waist. “Straight down the hall, past the kitchen.”

“Let’s go.”

* * *

Fender wasn’t sure when everything had changed. Maybe it was the moment just now, outside her door, when she told him to come in. Perhaps it was the day she stood in the rain, waiting for a cab to pick her up in front of Gino’s. Or maybe it really was that first day in her gallery, those long legs captivating him as surely as her tempting smile.

But everything had changed. He wanted this woman in ways he’d never expected, and in ways he’d only dreamed of.

Dreams he’d never allowed himself to dream before.

The boy with an exit strategy had grown into a man with an exit strategy—always—yet something about Harlow Reynolds made him want to stay. To hunker down and put roots. To build something.

To stick.

And she was the last woman he could do that with.

He knew his old man, and he knew where and what he’d come from. There was no way he could let any of that touch this pure and beautiful soul.

So he’d share tonight with her and leave her in the morning. He’d do what he set out to do the entire fucking subway ride into the city, and that was break things off.

But first, he was going to drink his fill.

Moonlight and the Fifth Avenue streetlamps filtered into her room, lighting everything in a silver-hued glow. It was fitting—magical, almost—and he was enchanted by her as she led him to her bed.

He still wore his slacks and shoes and he was anxious to remove both, but couldn’t resist taking the time to look his fill. She stood there, naked except for panties and high heels, and his mouth watered at the sensual feast.

“You’re so beautiful.”

Even in the darkened room, he saw the blush tinge her skin. It was sweet and all the more potent when she stood still before him, not covering her nakedness. “Thank you.”

“And you’re still wearing too many clothes.” He moved closer, his finger tracing the thin line of silk that rode low on her hips. “Although far be it from me to ask you to remove the heels.”

“You won’t like them quite so much when one’s poking you.”

He wasn’t sure she was right but opted not to test the theory. “So you say.”

She leaned up and nipped his chin before kissing her way over his throat. “Fender?”

Husky and low, the timbre of her voice vibrated against his neck. “Yes?”

“Do you think maybe you can take your pants off?”

“I’ll see what I can do about that.”

More carefree and happy than he could ever remember being, he took a few steps back and kicked off his shoes. He dragged his slacks and briefs off together and stepped out of them, painfully aware of the cooler air when his erection sprang free.

He reached for her, anxious to touch that thin line of silk again, when Harlow danced out of his reach. She slipped from her heels, one by one, and then slid that monumentally small scrap of silk down impossibly long legs. He was a man who’d just enjoyed a fine meal, yet his mouth still watered, and his body hungered beyond measure.

For her.

When she stood to her full height, he laughed, the feeling as unexpected as it was sudden.

“What’s wrong?”

“You’re a lot shorter than I realized.” He moved closer, pulling her into his arms. “Which makes me realize I haven’t spent any time with you when you’re not wearing your ice picks.”

She fit against him, and he lay his chin against the top of her head. “I like it.”

Her arms tightened around his waist, a moment of sweet calm and quiet in the midst of a sexual storm. “Good.”

The heat of her body painted his, and Fender fought twin desires—to stand like that with her in his arms forever, and the need to brand her with his body. In the end, carnal need won out, and he pulled her with him as he fell onto the bed, the lush weight of her on top of him only adding to the fantasy of being with her.

The light teasing and playful nips subsided as the heat between them grew. Touches grew more forceful, each stroke of fingers over flesh growing longer as sighs met and merged, blended and bent in the quiet. She sighed when he ran his hands over her breasts, his thumbs finding pert, erect nipples. He moaned when her hands returned to his erection, the explorations from base to tip and back again hazing his vision as a raging urgency pushed him on toward completion.

The slacks he’d tossed to the floor held a condom, and he tore himself from her to retrieve it. As he came back to the bed, he caught sight of her in the moonlight. Her eyes were hungry, her body flushed with desire, and he knew he’d never seen anything more beautiful.

Nor had he ever felt more than he did in that moment.

He sheathed himself, then lay over her to kiss a path from her lips to her throat, over her collarbone and on down. He’d intended to go further—to push himself as long as he could—but knew both of them had reached the edge. When he sensed the urgency in her movements, he rolled to his back, taking her with him. She moved over his body, capturing him with her hand to guide him inside of her. Fender went where she led, helping her find a rhythm that suited them both.

And just like the fantasy that had filled his mind’s eye at the start of their evening, her naked body rose up over him, their hips moving in matched movements.

Moans filled the air, hers light and achy, his darker and deeper as she rode him.

Fender struggled to stay in the moment, desperate for release now that he was buried deep within her, yet he held himself back as he watched her. Moonlight washed her skin in silver light, and as he stared at the beautiful sight of her taking her release, Fender knew he was lost to her.

Forever.

With that certainty pounding in his veins, he followed her.

* * *

“Dare I ask?” A question had danced through her mind several times over the past few weeks, and Harlow decided laying naked in a man’s arms gave her the right to ask it.

“Ask what?” He groaned against her throat, his large body still sprawled over hers. They’d just finished up a second round of spectacular sex, and she was feeling that superior mix of sated and smug.

“Where’d the name Fender come from?”

“Hmm?” he lifted his head, his gaze slowly refocusing on hers.

“Your name. I’m curious about it. It’s unusual.”

“And Harlow isn’t?”

“Touché. Still, I’d like to know.”

He lifted his body fully off her and shifted so he lay beside her, his arm possessively over her torso. His fingers were deliciously close to her breasts and she reveled in the heavy weight of his arm on her body.

“For reasons that puzzle me, our parents seem to find their way into anything having to do with our sex lives,” he said.

“Excuse me?”

“On Sunday, we both remarked how our parents mentally hovering over our heads wasn’t a typical consideration when dating. Or doing anything eminently more interesting.”

“Clearly we haven’t let that stop us.”

A wicked grin lit his face as he leaned forward and planted a hard kiss on her lips. “True. But that’s beside the point. I usually don’t discuss my father with a naked woman in my arms.”

“What do you talk about?”

“Not much.” His face scrunched up as if he considered saying something, then went for broke. “The truth is, I haven’t said much at all in those situations.”

“You’re stalling.”

“And you talk an awful lot after sex.”

“You’re talking back.”

“Because you’re asking me questions.” He let out a sleepy sigh before pulling her close. His lips were near her ear, and he sighed once more, seeming to resign himself to the inevitable discussion. “My father named me after a car part.”

The answer was so simple—so obvious—Harlow nearly sat up. If it weren’t for the heavy forearm pinning her down she probably would have. “But that’s so easy.”

“What’d you think I was going to say?”

“I figured it was a family name or something.”

She felt his lips curve against her cheek. “I don’t come from the Upper East Side, lady. There’s no such thing as a family name where I’m from.”

“Why’d he pick that car part?”

“I think he hammered out some dents in one the afternoon I was born. My mom couldn’t be bothered to name me so he took it on himself to do it. One time he mentioned he thought it’d be funny to say it, and the hospital went and wrote it down.”

She heard the words—the casual brush-off of something deeply personal as a name—and fought the sudden drop in her stomach. She wanted to ask more—wanted to probe a bit more deeply—but his breathing evened out at her ear. He’d already fallen asleep.

So she kept her thoughts to herself, not even sure if he knew he’d hit a chord. A big one.

A birth mother who didn’t care about naming him, and a father who thought a car part made a fitting moniker? That was what he came from?

With startling clarity, all he’d told her earlier in the evening came back to her, the images shifting and aligning in new ways as she considered what had shaped and made him. He gave Louisa Mills immeasurable credit, but Harlow suspected he didn’t give enough of it to himself.

He’d made his life. Made his choices and built his future, step-by-step. Louisa might have changed the foundation—made it stronger and sturdier—but he’d been the one to do the hard work.

Did he have any idea how impressive that was? Or how rare? She’d spent her life around people—ones the world typically classified as ambitious—and most had followed paths carved out for them. Fender had found his own.

The only question left, to her mind, was if she was meant to be a part of that path. Or not.

* * *

Trent Blackstone scanned the text again and shoved his phone in his pocket. He had a job the next day and had finally been given the details. “’Bout time,” he muttered to himself before reaching for the fresh beer he’d pulled off the scarred dresser.

The crappy motel room was costing him a pretty penny, but he knew he was going to get a decent payoff for tomorrow’s job, and he wasn’t quite ready to show up at Fender’s yet. His son had always been ungrateful, and he wasn’t expecting a big welcome. He needed to plan his arrival, figure out an angle.

He also wanted a few more days to nose around. Rumors had been flying that Fender had himself a snazzy new girlfriend. A few people saw them at Gino’s the week before and then again Friday night at the End Zone. He’d have gone over to look around himself, but Nick Kelley was an asshole about who he let into his bar. Add on that the ungrateful loser probably charged a mint for his drinks, and Trent would get his details through other channels.

Damn, a lot had changed in the neighborhood. Things had gotten way more fancy. Even the bodega where he picked up the beer had classed itself up. They had a gourmet deli and craft fucking beers.

What the fuck? Didn’t anyone drink Budweiser anymore? He’d found it, shoved at the far end of the cooler, behind colorful longnecks and beer descriptions like shandy, summer ale, and tangerine wheat.

Damn yuppies. Or whatever the hell they were called nowadays. Hipsters?

He’d had ’em in Ohio, too, but in smaller doses. Somehow Brooklyn had become a goddamned professional wasteland. And it sure was different since he ran the neighborhood with Fish and Bones. There was a coffee shop, a boutique, and even a freaking senior center in place of the old warehouse where he used to go when he wanted to drag a mark somewhere quiet to rough him up. Even the park had cleaned up. There was a time no one went anywhere near it as early as dusk. Tonight he walked through around eleven and couldn’t even score a joint.

What had happened to Park Heights?

The vague thought that he should have looked for some action somewhere else nagged at him, but he ignored it. He was here now, he’d do what he’d come to do.

Tagging the kid was on his list.

With a swig of his beer, Trent settled into the crummy mattress in the rent-a-room and pulled up the details on the next day’s job. It was a classic rough up, and he’d be in and out in ten minutes if he moved in fast and low.

Which he’d do, since he needed the money and he wasn’t interested in standing there hearing some scumbag’s sob story. As far as he figured, you asked for a loan at sixty percent, you paid up when the money came due. If not, you got a rough up. Those were the rules.

He’d never been big on rules himself, but he was more than happy to make others follow them.

Flipping to the browser on his phone, he tapped in “Blackstone’s Auto Body” and waited for the results to load. He tapped the About Us page, saw his kid’s face come up. Something warmed his chest. It could have been pride, but it faded quickly when he saw the Jag on the rack behind the kid’s head.

He’d clearly passed on his skills if Fender was running himself a shop. But where Trent had never picked up the advanced skills to handle luxury cars, the kid had.

Trent had hung around enough shops in his life, picking up odd jobs there, that he knew the sort of money those places raked in, especially the ones who could do the high-end cars. He turned off the phone and laid it on the end table, his gaze shifting to the droning TV in the corner. SportsCenter was on—again—but he ignored it as he thought through his angle with Fender.

And the personal sob story he was going to cook up for his son.

Chapter Thirteen

Five o’clock might come at the same time each morning, but it seemed earlier today, like a thief determined to take something from him. Somewhere during the night Fender had resolved what he had to do—wake up and leave Harlow—but he wanted another half hour wrapped up in her.

So it was a surprise to reach out and find the space next to him in bed was empty.

It was still dark outside, August already having begun the march toward shorter days, but he wasn’t sure where she was. The shower wasn’t running in the bathroom that connected to her bedroom, nor did he hear any movement in the apartment. Coming fully awake, he got up, curious to know where she was.

He snagged the sheet free from the foot of the bed and wrapped himself in it, padding from the room. He’d been so focused on her when they’d made their trip to the bedroom he hadn’t looked at much of the apartment, so he corrected that now.

The space was large—he estimated at least two thousand square feet—and in addition to her bedroom held a second guest room and a small bedroom that she’d turned into an office. That’s where he found her, curled up on a chaise lounge, flipping through pages on her tablet underneath a small reading lamp.

“Did I wake you?” She glanced up from the iPad, her smile reserved and still a little sleepy.

“Not at all. How long have you been up?”

“About an hour.”

An hour? She left the bed an hour ago and he hadn’t felt it? Fender had no idea why that made something swirl in his gut, but he tried to push it aside before it opened up like a crater. He had no right to swirl about anything, and it wasn’t like she was required to be a snuggler.

He’d never been.

“What have you been doing?”

“Thinking. Trying to read and failing miserably, so I’ve been playing mindless games.”

That pit in his stomach swirled harder. “You didn’t have to get out of bed.”

“It’s not a good idea to get used to things you can’t have. That’s the thought I came awake on, so I figured I should do something about it.”

He could hardly argue with her logic—hadn’t he just thought the same?—yet something about her making the move first sparked something. “Look, if you want me to go, I’ll go.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You might as well have.” He fisted the sheet he’d bunched closed in his palm even harder, his fingers nearly going numb. “I get it.”

“I don’t think you do.”

“Riddles at five in the morning?”

“No riddles, just the truth. The dumb, stupid truth that neither of us wants to face.” She stood, the oversized T-shirt with a Mona Lisa on the front that she wore falling to her knees. “That’s why I’m hiding in here, and why you’re standing there getting mad.”

“I’m not mad.”

“Sure you are. So am I. I’m mad this even started. Worse, I’m pissed that you came into my life only to be dragged away. If we hated each other or sucked in bed or things just fizzled out, that’d be on us. But that hasn’t happened. Circumstances we didn’t make are what happened, and I’m fucking hacked off about it.”

She didn’t sugarcoat the truth, and that went a long way toward easing the tension. “Have you been mind-melding with me from down the hall or did you come to that one all on your own?”

“My own.”

“Just checking. Because the sex was amazing, and it’s possible quite a few brain cells leached out while I slept. Made me vulnerable to mental attack.”

“You can keep your gray matter. Mine’s been busy enough this morning.”

He reached for her, tugging at the soft cotton of her T-shirt to pull her close. She went willingly, wrapping her arms around his waist and fitting herself against his chest. Once more, he was struck by how small she was and, in the quiet of early morning, how fragile she felt in his arms.

They stood like that for long moments, just holding each other in the quiet. When she finally spoke, it only added to the tenuous spell that seemed to weave around them.

“We don’t have to give this up. Not yet. Please, Fender. Please tell me not yet.”

He needed to leave. The world outside the apartment—outside of them—would see to it they couldn’t have something together. Although his father was the ostensible and immediate threat, they’d both known from the beginning that entering into a relationship would put a strain on those they loved. That reality hadn’t suddenly gone away because they wanted it to.

Trent was a threat, but Fender’s father wasn’t the only sticking point. Would he ever be welcome in Gretchen Reynolds’s home? The brunch Harlow had mentioned she’d shared with her mother and brother the Sunday before would never stretch to comfortably accommodate him. And on his side, for as welcoming as his mother was, would she ever be at ease having a meal with Kincaide’s daughter sitting opposite her? A living, breathing reminder of Louisa’s fall from grace?

He knew the answer to both questions, and it didn’t favor a relationship between the two of them.

“Let’s go back to bed. Just for a little while.” Her hands reached for the sheet, tugging at it until he let it drop. He reached for the hem of her T-shirt, lifting it over her head and tossing it away.

Fender eyed the chaise lounge over her shoulder. “Who needs a bed when we have a very accommodating piece of furniture right here?”

He moved her backward, following her down onto the chaise. And let the world fall away for a few more minutes.

* * *

Harlow worked her way through a stack of invoices and fought the urge to yawn. She hated inventory, but people liked being paid and it was her job to see that it happened. The Dellaport exhibit had been quite profitable for them, and she’d already begun the negotiation to handle his next event the following fall. It seemed so far away, yet she knew how fast the year would go. How one event ran into the next, a reminder that life was constantly marching forward.

Would Fender be a part of her life then? The answer was likely no, and they both knew it.

“Maudlin much?” She hissed at herself under her breath as she toggled out of a spreadsheet and back into the accounts-payable software they used. She’d been like that all morning, a mix of focused energy and aimless, meandering thoughts that left her feeling empty and sad.

The previous night had been amazing. Making love with Fender had been all she’d dreamed and quite a few moments of wonder she’d never expected. He was tender, something she’d not imagined from him. And with that tenderness, there was a subtle yet determined thread of respect in the way he touched her, looked at her, and spoke to her.

While she’d often found heating up the sheets to be enjoyably bawdy and a little bit raw, there had been a streak of gentleman in him that hadn’t fully faded, even in the throes of sex. He was considerate of her, yet she’d never felt that he held back. Or kept her from seeing who he really was.

Yet again proving that the man was unexpected.

She’d said good-bye that morning and knew they’d left things fluid, but also believed him when he said he’d come back that night. So she’d wait and take it day by day and try not to get her head wrapped too far around the future with him. That was for upcoming exhibits and work plans.

With Fender, she would stay focused on the here and now.

“Harlow!” Jennifer’s voice broke through her thoughts. Her colleague stood at the door. “You okay?”

“Yeah, why?”

“I said your name like four times.” Jennifer grinned. “Doing billing again?”

“What else?”

“Sorry to interrupt, but your mom’s here. Can I send—” Jennifer didn’t get the rest of it out when Gretchen breezed into the office.

“I hardly need to be announced.”

“Thanks, Jen.” Harlow fought a grimace as she stood to give her mother a kiss on the cheek. “Of course not, Mother. You never need an announcement. Thankfully I wasn’t with a client.”

They’d worked together long enough—and Jennifer knew more than she needed to about Gretchen—that she read the signs and pulled the office door closed on her way out. Harlow silently thanked God for understanding coworkers and gestured her mother toward the sitting area. “Can I get you anything? Coffee or some sparkling water?”

“Caffeine messes with the skin. Sparkling is fine. For both of us,” Gretchen added.

“Of course.”

Harlow pointedly stared at her Starbucks Venti where it perched at the center of her desk but avoided saying anything. Her mother’s moments of domination were just that—moments—and she’d learned long ago to ignore them.

Or more specifically, to see them for what they really were. Her mother’s grasping attempts to control the things she had no say in.

With fresh Perrier lightly fizzing in two glasses, Harlow walked to the couch. Her mother’s attention was focused on the exhibit guide they’d printed for their next show, and Harlow took the moment to focus on her.

Gretchen’s hair was immaculately swept up, the champagne color setting off the high cheekbones and blue eyes so like Harlow’s own. Her mother was a beautiful woman, well-maintained for her early sixties, yet Harlow saw the cracks beneath the façade. The darkness that Gretchen hadn’t fully concealed beneath her eyes. The listless set of her shoulders.

She wasn’t sleeping.

“How are you, mother?”

“I’m fine. I just saw you on Sunday, and I spoke with you Monday evening. How else would I be?”

“Obviously unable to take a kind greeting, I see.”

Gretchen’s mouth shot down in a frown before she seemed to catch herself. “I’m sorry. That was rude of me.”

“It seems to be happening more and more of late. Is everything okay?”

“As a matter of fact, it’s not.”

Had something happened? To Gretchen? Or to Charles? Harlow set down the glasses and reached for her mother’s hand as she sat beside her. “What’s wrong?”

“I’d like to know who you were seen out and about with on Sunday and then again last evening. I’m getting reports from our friends, yet, as I pointed out, we saw each other Sunday morning and spoke on Monday. Who is he and why do you feel you can’t discuss him with me?”

She dropped her mother’s hand. “It was a few dates. Nothing more.”

The lies tripped off her tongue, Fender’s words a drumbeat in her ears.

I never lie.

It was one of the things she liked best about him, yet here she was, unable to emulate such an admirable quality.

“Word has come back that he’s rough around the edges.”

“I’m not sure what that means, but I can assure you it’s far from the truth.”

“You know what I’m talking about. Jeans. Scruff on his face. A look about him,” Gretchen added with barely concealed contempt. “That’s hardly fitting for a date.”

Harlow pulled back her claws and focused on the problem at hand. Her mother wasn’t going to let this go, no matter what she did, so she might as well hit it head on. “Last time I checked, people were allowed to dress casually on a Sunday. I believe they call it a day of rest for a reason.”

Gretchen’s eyes narrowed, her gaze sharp. “Who is he?”

The demand caught Harlow off guard, especially as it flew in the face of the usual complaining, whining, and wheedling to get information that Harlow had long since grown used to.

“I’m a grown woman. I’m not required to share the details of my personal life with you, nor am I at all interested in responding to idle gossip by small-minded people.”

“Small-minded? I actually got a call from Wilhelmina Patterson about this. Her soon-to-be daughter-in-law saw you out having coffee. Willie is managing this year’s cancer gala. I’d hardly call her small-minded. Or unimportant.”

And there they had it—the real root of her mother’s upset. The value of being seen as important.

Whatever that really meant.

“If she’s so important then I can’t see why she cares a whit for me. I’m hardly worth her notice.”

Gretchen stood and paced the small space, her heels tapping on the floor. Although her mother had given up the stilts Harlow was still fond of, she hadn’t eliminated the elegance of a lower pump from her wardrobe and used the tapping to best advantage.

“Harlow.” Tap, tap, tap. “It’s important to maintain your reputation.” Tap, tap, tap. “If you must find your personal enjoyment slumming around, perhaps you could do it outside the neighborhood.” Tap, tap, tap.

Harlow let the orders sink in, an evenly matched display of snobbery and disgust. And in the reality of her mother’s ire, she had some of her own.

She was so sick to death of living under a microscope. That a simple coffee date had turned into a major drama was only part of it. She was sick of the endless parade of well-heeled acquaintances who made up her life. The perfect wardrobe. The constant exercise and gym time to look a certain way.

She did it all.

At first she’d sought to please her mother. The ability to bring a smile to Gretchen’s face when she had little to smile about had been important, and Harlow had reveled in her ability to do so.

To help her mother find joy.

After a while, it had become habit. A way of life that was as easy as any other. She knew her place—heck, she had a place—and she lived it each and every day.

When had that begun to feel so stifling and dull?

It was easy to point to Fender, but he wasn’t the only cause of her dissatisfaction. It had started long before him and had picked up speed, taking shape and form, when her mother’s inappropriate targeting of Louisa Mills had come to light.

“I’m not sure when you began thinking of me once more as a child, but I’m not interested in discussing your opinion of my social life. Was there any other reason you came for a visit?”

“Damn it, Harlow. Who is he? Are you in a relationship? And if you are, why haven’t you mentioned it? Do you have no respect for me at all, that I have to hear from friends that my daughter is out and about with a man?”

“His name is Fender Blackstone. I met him a few weeks ago.”

A series of emotions flitted across her mother’s face, from surprise, to anger, to out-and-out shock when she finally placed the name.

“That woman’s son?”

“Yes.”

“You can’t be serious.”

* * *

Fender had no interest in seeing the old man, but he had even less interest in a surprise attack. Better to go on the offensive and deal with the problem head-on.

Or understand just how big a problem it was going to be.

It hadn’t taken much nosing around to find out where Trent had been spending his time. Old habits died hard—by morning he’d found evidence of his father at Trent’s favorite watering hole. If the shitty decor and unwashed tables even deserved the label watering hole. Decrepit shithole seemed more apt.

Park Heights had come up in the world over the past decade, but it still had its dodgier areas. Life had grown more prosperous for some but not all in their little corner of Brooklyn, and Duckie’s Ale House fell, sadly, into the not category. It had been a hole when Duckie was alive, and his son hadn’t done much to improve things since his father passed.

Fathers and sons . . .

The irony wasn’t lost on Fender as he pushed his way into the darkened interior.

He’d spent his life in and around bars and knew it was how people spent their time. Hell, he’d spent more than a fair number of nights of his own in bars, a figure that had only grown larger since his brother bought one. So how was it that there seemed to be a dividing line? One that separated enjoyable nights out from persistent habits?

He wasn’t one to judge and he didn’t mean to start now, but he couldn’t fully ignore the air of hopelessness that pervaded Duckie’s in a way he never felt at the End Zone.

“What can I get you?” The question came winging his way in a gravelly voice out of a grizzled face. It took Fender an extra second to realize it was Duckie Junior, in the flesh.

“Hey, Duck.”

“Blackstone?” They’d only been a year apart in school, but both had kept to themselves. His father had tried to encourage him to run with Duckie when they were young, but Fender hadn’t wanted anything to do with him and had maintained a wide berth.

“Yep. Heard my dad’s in town. You seen him?”

“He was in here last night.”

“Tell you when he’s coming back?”

Duckie’s eyes narrowed. “What do I look like, your brother? I don’t ask personal questions to anyone sitting at my bar.”

“You deaf, too? Don’t you listen to them?”

“Fuck you.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Fender took it in stride and snagged a seat. He hadn’t expected a warm welcome, so he figured he might as well just get what he came for. If it bothered Duckie, any indication of upset didn’t make it past the sneer. “He tell you where he’s staying?”

“No.”

“What he’s working on?”

“No.”

“Where he came back from?”

“No.”

Fender had to give the guy credit—Duckie did stupid asshole well—so he settled in as he sought his next move.

And he didn’t have to wait long.

“Beer, Duck.” Fender felt the air change as someone slipped into the seat next to him.

And came face-to-face with his father.

“My boy.” A sly grin split Trent’s face as he clamped a hand on Fender’s shoulder. “How you been?”

“Good.”

Time seemed to bend on itself as he took in the assault on his senses. The hand on his shoulder. The lingering scent of cigarette smoke he’d always associated with the old man. And the wizened face that showed far more living than Trent’s actual years on earth.

The old man had gotten, well, old.

“What are you doing here? Heard you got yourself a fancy shop now?”

The question was causal—the sort an old friend would ask—yet it made Fender instantly wary. “I’ve got a shop. Not sure I’d lay fancy on the description, but it’s mine.”

Fender didn’t miss the subtle flash of interest, fascinated to watch how quickly it was veiled behind a broad, generous smile. “That’s good. Real good. What brings you in here?”

“Looking for you, as a matter of fact. I was surprised to hear you’re back in town.”

“Once a New Yorker, always a New Yorker.”

“Suppose so.”

“Brooklyn’s come up in the world.” Trent leaned closer, his gaze conspiratorial as he glanced around the bar. “Not that you’d know it from this place.”

“Things have changed.” But not nearly as much as he’d have liked, if the sick slosh of acid around his stomach was any indication.

“Barely recognize the place.”

Fender eyed the scarred bar, impatient to get the getting-to-know-you routine over and done with. “Why are you back?”

“Man’s not welcome in his hometown?”

“Not my question.”

“I had some business to attend to. Figured I’d come back here to get back on my feet. It’s been a tough few years.”

And here it was, Fender thought. The con.

“Spent some time in Ohio. Hooked up with a real nice gal there. Almost married her. And then she got the cancer.”

“What kind?”

“Hmmm?” Trent’s eyes were vague as he tipped a cigarette out of the pack.

“Her cancer. What type?”

“Tits, I think.” Trent nodded as his lighter flared. “Yep. Tits. Sad thing, ya know.”

“Sure is.”

If there even was a woman—and Fender was on the fence about that—his father’s compassion was overwhelming at close range.

Not.

“So I’ve got to get going.”

“Stay. Have a beer with me.”

“Can’t.” Fender shrugged. “I need to get back to things.”

“Too busy to catch up with your old man?”

Fender shrugged again, forcing a casualness he didn’t feel. “We talked. We’ve caught up. There’s not much else to tell.”

“Some reunion.”

“I wasn’t looking for one.”

Trent’s eyes widened, smoke from his exhale spilling from his nose. “What are you here for?”

“Just checking up on you for myself. You know.” Fender stood and stared down at his father from his height over the bar stool. “So we could get the small talk bullshit out of the way.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Trent hollered at his back.

Fender turned, determined to ensure his message was clear. “It means stay the hell away from me.”

* * *

Fender ordered a meatball sub at Gino’s and thought of Harlow. He briefly toyed with adding a second sub to his order and bringing it to her place later but knew from experience the bread wouldn’t hold up until then. Maybe he’d just plan on bringing her back here and they’d share one.

And then he thought better of it when his gaze flitted between Daphne and Landon and remembered the reason he’d asked them to lunch.

The two of them ordered, and Fender pulled out the cash to pay for all three. When Daphne began to protest, he shook his head. “My treat.”

In moments they were settled into a booth with fresh fountain drinks, the lunch crowd loud and boisterous around them.

“Thanks for lunch, Fender. I appreciate it.”

“Me too,” Landon added to Daphne’s thanks, his gaze narrowing. “Everything okay?”

“Can’t I buy a pretty woman lunch?” He shot Daphne a pointed wink, pleased when Landon let out a huff.

“I’m not saying that,” Landon said. “I just mean what’s going on? You texted us both a little while ago, and now you’re buying lunch. What’s up?”

“My father’s back in town.”

Twin looks of awareness matched on their faces, and it was hard to miss Landon’s added “shit” at the news.

“Pretty much. Nick found out the other day and came to tell me. Chili called him from Florida with the news.”

“Damn. It reached him all the way down there? When did Trent get back?”

“Chili wasn’t sure. Last few days or so.”

Daphne waved a hand. “Can you two catch me up for a minute? I get it’s not great news, but maybe you can give me a bit of the background?”

Fender did just that, giving her the lowdown on his life and the forces that had shaped his childhood. Landon added a few spots of color, and in moments, Daphne was nodding. “I get it. So not only is he not welcome, but if he is here, he’s likely causing trouble, too.”

“Grifting or kneecapping, one or the other,” Fender confirmed. “Maybe both. He wouldn’t tell me when I went to see him.”

“You tell Cade about it yet?” Landon had the words out before his mouth dropped. “You saw him?”

“Yeah. A little while ago at Duckie’s.” The moments still clung to him like glue and he couldn’t shake the urge to wash up. “Cade’s my next call. But I wanted to talk to you both first. We need to keep an eye on Mom.”

“Did the bastard say something?” Landon sucked in a hard breath. “You think she’s in danger?”

“I’m not sure I’d go quite that far, but if he sees he can fuck with her, I think he will. He might not have wanted me, but he wasn’t crazy about it when someone else got a hold of me. She bested him, and he doesn’t take that lightly.”

Landon nodded, but it was Daphne who pushed on. “When was the last time you saw him or had contact with him before today?”

“About fifteen years ago. He got real interested when Nick was drafted. Saw Easy Street and dollar signs over an NFL contract. Nick disabused him of that notion.”

“He sure did.” Landon grinned, his hand tapping on the table. “For a big guy, Nick’s pretty mild mannered until someone starts messing with him. Trent figured that out quick.”

“And he left after that?” Daphne continued pushing, her police training keeping the discussion on track.

“Best as I know,” Fender said. “He never contacted Nick again, and he’s left me alone. I haven’t heard from him or any of his so called friends.”

“Has he contacted your mother?”

“No again.” Fender glanced at Landon for confirmation. “She’d have told us if he had, you think?”

“At this point, yes. If he nosed around when we were kids probably not, but at this point, she’s more than willing to level with us.”

“She didn’t over Gretchen Reynolds.” A frown marred Daphne’s fresh, pretty features as she pointed out the recent obvious. “Is it possible she kept this from you all?”

Fender considered their conversation and Louisa’s shock that Trent was even back in Park Heights. “I don’t think she’s been hiding anything about him. She hasn’t had a reason to, either. Gretchen was an embarrassment. The old man is just an asshole.”

Landon nodded before lifting his hands from the table as their lunch was carried over. Gino’s grandson set the sandwiches down, his grin wild. “Where’s your girlfriend, Fend? Pretty lady like that dump you already?”

“Smooth, Dominick. You still pulling your dick out back because you can’t get a woman to look at your ass?”

Dominick shot Fender a dark look but walked away. Fender could only be grateful they’d had the exchange before lunch had arrived, or he’d likely have something extra on his sandwich. But it was when he glanced up and caught sight of Daphne’s open-mouthed stare that the real remorse kicked in. “Aw, I’m sorry Daph. That was nasty and crude.”

“So you really are dating Harlow?” She barreled right on past the obvious crudity—likely the product of having four brothers, Fender figured—and on to the headline.

“We’ve been seeing each other.”

“Where? I thought you two were actually a little frosty to each other Friday night, so figured maybe we’d only imagined something was going on.”

“Look. It’s nothing.” He had an amazing night nagging his memories that said otherwise, but Fender tried to keep a straight face and ignore Daphne’s badgering.

“Are you seeing her again?”

“Daph—” Landon tried to butt in, but Daphne was already on the hunt for details.

“I told Emma that you guys were an item. Told her I could see it. And she agreed, but then you walked her out the other night and you looked like a grizzly bear. I figured something had happened and it was over before it had even started.”

“A bear?”

“Yeah. You got that lumbering Fender look that sort of screams ‘don’t fuck with me.’ Like a bear. So we left it alone.”

A lumbering bear? “Maybe you should still leave it alone.”

She waved a hand at him. “Oh no. You don’t get to go all silent on me. I need details.”

“There aren’t any details.”

“Are you seeing her?”

“Sort of.”

“Sort of?” She shot back. “How do you sort of see someone?”

“When her father had an affair with your mother, it’s a sort of.”

The reality of the situation seemed to momentarily stymie Daphne, but she recovered quickly. “That’s ancient history. It has nothing to do with you.”

Fender shot a pointed stare at Landon and knew without a doubt that she was wrong. His brother had finally come to grips with the truth, but Fender was quite sure L wouldn’t characterize Louisa’s infidelity as ancient history.

“What are you looking at me for?” Landon reached for his sub and took a big bite.

“Do you agree with her?”

“I’m staying out of this. I finally got my head on straight about the whole deal. I’m not interested in dredging that one up again.”

“So you’d be okay with me dating Harlow?”

Landon cocked his head, considered, before swallowing his current bite. “Based on the way you look at her? Yeah, I’d be okay with it.”

The endorsement humbled Fender and was yet one more sign of what a good guy his brother was. But it wasn’t enough to keep him from pushing back. “Thanks for that, but there’s still no way Mom will be.”

“Mom’s not the one dating her.” Landon pointed out.

And just like that, the argument he’d been using to keep his heart safe flew out the window.

“Mom loves you and wants you to be happy,” Landon pressed on. “She’d be the last one to stand in your way.”

“When are you going out next?” Daphne asked.

Landon gave her the side eye—a mix of humor, acceptance, and the realization that he was going to put up with Daphne’s persistence for at least the next fifty years of his life. Despite that—or maybe because of it—Fender could see his brother wasn’t all that upset about it.

It also meant his brother was no help as Fender navigated the new territory of nosy sisters-in-law.

“Tonight. We’re going to dinner.”

“Let’s all go.”

“What?” He and Landon said it at the same time, Landon’s mouth full of meatball.

“It’ll be fun. I’ll round up Nick and Emma and we’ll make a night out of it in the city.”

Fender quickly sought to stop that train as it barreled down the tracks. “Look, Daphne, that’s nice and all, but I’m not sure—”

She reached over and patted his arm, her smile bright. “I’ve got Harlow’s number. I’ll call her myself and let her know the plans.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“Sure I do.” She winked at him. “If it were up to you, we wouldn’t even know for a fact the two of you are dating. I’m not letting you off the hook that easy. I’ll take care of plans.”

Daphne’s words were still ringing in Fender’s ears as he got up to walk out of Gino’s twenty minutes later. Landon had to get back to his office in DUMBO for a meeting, and Daphne ran out to make her next appointment, but she’d promised to have Cade swing by the shop. Fender was heading back there now to meet her brother and discuss Trent Blackstone, their whirlwind lunch still ringing in his ears.

A group date?

Women, Fender wondered to himself as he pulled a tip from his wallet. He and his brothers had gone from having no one serious in their lives to so serious they were interfering. He wasn’t sure quite what to make of it, but once he’d seen the determination that squared Daphne’s shoulders and set her chin in stubborn lines, he knew the battle was lost.

He tossed the tip on the table, his gaze alighting on a lone figure eating his lunch a few tables away. The guy looked vaguely familiar, and Fender tried to place him but failed. Customer of the shop, maybe? Or just someone he’d seen around over the years?

He left a nicer than usual tip for Dominick, sorry for the asshole comment about tugging his dick out back, and walked out the door.

If he’d been paying better attention, he’d have remembered the lone figure and recognized the man as one of his father’s fellow leg breakers, Donny Brewer.

Never a man to miss an opportunity, Donny already had a text winging through the ether to Trent, full of all the details about Fender Blackstone’s new girlfriend.

Chapter Fourteen

Harlow stared at the assembled crew around the table and couldn’t remember an evening she’d enjoyed more. Well, she amended, except for the night before. But she’d enjoyed that for entirely different reasons.

“I’m stuffed.” Daphne waved a hand before placing it over her midsection. “But I can’t pass up tiramisu. Don’t make me eat it alone.”

“This place has a really good one, too.” Harlow dropped her small dessert menu back onto the table. “Count me in.”

Dinner had been an unexpected surprise, but a welcome one. Her mother’s visit earlier had shaken her up, and Daphne’s call shortly after lunch had given her something to look forward to.

And something new to worry over that didn’t involve her mother.

She’d met Fender’s family, but an evening out with them under the scrutiny of being “the girlfriend”—or whatever she actually was—carried some pressure, but she’d been oddly grateful for the distraction. She was even happier all her worry had been for nothing. The same warmth and kindness that had welcomed her the prior week at the End Zone was in full force.

She also realized about halfway through dinner that Emma and Nick and Daphne and Landon had recently been in the same position as she and Fender—newly dating and navigating their way. They kept the conversation moving and didn’t dwell too long on parts of the discussion that might get weird.

With dessert decided on, Emma announced a visit to the ladies’ room and in the great tradition of women everywhere, she, Emma, and Daphne stood up to go en masse. In moments, the three of them were stuffed into the small powder room at the back of Angelo’s.

“This is a great place,” Emma said as she pulled out a lipstick.

“I’ve been coming here since I was a kid.” Harlow said, matching Emma’s movements. “Angelo’s father emigrated from Italy, and the family has had this space for nearly sixty years.”

“I keep forgetting Manhattan has neighborhoods just like Brooklyn does.” Emma let out a small laugh. “Which is silly, since everywhere has neighborhoods. It’s just that sometimes Park Heights seems so small and the city seems so large.”

“Tell that to my mother. She’s convinced there are eyes everywhere, just waiting to judge my every move.”

Emma’s gaze shot to hers in the mirror, and Harlow knew she’d said more than she’d intended. None of them had brought up or even hinted around the reason she’d come into Fender’s life in the first place, yet here she was, airing her dirty laundry the moment she had a chance to vent.

“Did something happen?” Daphne stepped out of the small bathroom stall and joined them at the sink. “I know we haven’t been the souls of discretion but I won’t tell Landon.”

“And I won’t tell Nick,” Emma added.

Since she was going to tell Fender, discretion wasn’t really a problem, but Harlow appreciated the show of solidarity. “It’s nothing.”

“You sure?” Emma pressed.

“I’m—” Harlow stopped, the thoughts she’d had earlier in the week coming back in full force. She didn’t have close friendships and the only way she would get them is if she tried harder to open up.

“My mother showed up today at my gallery. She’s been weird lately.”

“Weird how?” Daphne asked. The question was kind and didn’t seem to hold any censure, yet Harlow didn’t miss the sharp awareness that filled the woman’s eyes. It was easy to forget Daphne was a cop, but that moment was a clear reminder that she missed little.

Harlow considered a moment before settling on the word that had seemed most descriptive of her mother’s behavior over the past few months. “Brittle is the only word I can think of to describe her.”

“Mad at the world, I bet.” Emma said. “I saw it in my father as he tried to deal with my mother’s death. I still see it from time to time.”

“I thought it was getting better,” Daphne asked.

“Sometimes it is, and I can see him coming out of it. And then there are other days when you see the vulnerability. I think we forget that. Somehow because they’re our parents, we don’t think about how they’re dealing with their own things.”

It was the first time Harlow had thought about it that way—that her mother was as vulnerable as she was.

Emma waved a hand. “But this isn’t about my father. Please keep going, Harlow.”

That small kindness—the willingness to listen—broke something wide open in Harlow. “It’s like she’s so mad at everything. At my father whose been dead for almost a decade. At me because she wants something out of me I can’t give. At the people in our lives who make up our social circle. She won’t say this, and I’m not even sure she’d characterize it like this, but it really is like she thinks everyone is watching and cataloging us. Keeping some sort of running tally of our decisions.”

“Do you think that?” Daphne’s question was gentle. “Do you feel that way? Or do you think it’s happening?”

“I think people are far more worried about their own lives than mine. Do they like to gossip? Of course. Do they actually care? I’m hard-pressed to believe that.”

“Maybe she needs you to say that.”

Something harsh settled in Harlow’s chest, tumbling out on a hard laugh. “This is someone who won’t even acknowledge she’s angry in the first place. Getting her to believe these fantasies she’s painted in her head are wrong? I’m not sure that’s possible.”

“I’m sorry you’re dealing with it and that it’s hanging over your relationship with Fender.” Emma tucked her lipstick back in her purse, the move casual, yet Harlow sensed her words were anything but. “Our family loves us, and they think they know what’s best for us, but they don’t. Not always.”

“You sound like you speak from experience.” Harlow said.

“If it had been up to my father, I’d still live in Chicago, stuck in a bad marriage, with no future, no degree, and no brewery.” Emma caught Harlow’s eye in the mirror. “I’d say I knew my path far better than he did.”

Fender hadn’t said much about Nick’s fiancée or their relationship other than the fact that Nick and Emma had done battle earlier in the summer over her family’s brewery. It was obvious they’d overcome quite a bit to get to where they were.

In a funny way, it was that honesty—and the acknowledgment that things were still rocky from time to time—that buoyed her spirits.

Her mother didn’t run her life. And while Harlow wanted Gretchen’s approval as well as her happiness, she wasn’t beholden to her mother’s dreams, wants, and desires.

She was beholden to her own.

It was high time she remembered that.

* * *

“You can keep eyeing that door, but they won’t come back until they’re good and ready.” Landon spoke like a man with experience. “Last week Daph and Jasmine disappeared for almost an hour at her mother’s house when we went there for dinner. Which means I got stuck listening to nearly an hour of cop stories from her four brothers.”

“You don’t like the cop stories?” Nick asked.

“I like ‘em fine when they’re peppered into conversations about other things. An hour of listening to nothing but elaborate takedown accounts about some of the scumbags who share our streets with us? That’s knowledge I could have lived without.”

Fender knew Landon was only trying to make conversation, but the reality was that his father was one of those scumbags. His earlier conversation with Daphne’s brother, Cade, had been met with seriousness and more than willingness to look into the problem of Trent Blackstone.

It had been met with a willingness to act.

Cade was going to comb his father’s rap sheet and see what, if anything, Trent had gotten involved with since leaving Brooklyn. He was also going to alert his fellow cops of what to look out for. Brooklyn might be big, and the NYPD had a lot to keep up with, but they protected their own. Ten minutes with Cade, and Fender was humbled to realize he and his family now fell into that category.

“I talked to Cade after lunch. He’s a good guy.”

Landon nodded. “One of the best. All my future brothers-in-law are, even if they do love their stories. What’d he say?”

Fender glanced toward the door once more before filling his brothers in on what he and Cade had discussed. Although Trent was probably nothing more than a nuisance, he and Cade had worked through a few scenarios. Nick and Emma needed to keep extra eyes on the brewery, just to make sure nothing suspicious happened around the grounds. Their security was already top-notch, so simply asking the guards to stay extra alert on duty was all that was likely needed there.

Daphne would see to it that there were always extra eyes on Mama Lou’s public appearances, and Landon had already loaded up an additional layer of security on her website. All that left was Fender’s shop.

And Harlow.

Cade had made a point of stressing what actions Fender needed to take. If his father was going to become a problem—and they didn’t know yet if he was—Fender had to brace for the fact that he was the likely target. Trent’s suspicious lack of a visit only added to that probability and Fender’s own insistence on making a surprise attack likely wasn’t going to help.

Nick nodded, silent throughout Fender’s overview of the visit. “He said to be careful, so that’s what we’ll do.”

Fender knew he’d become almost paranoid thinking about what his father was capable of or what he might be planning—and he knew the visit to Duckie’s was probably ill-advised—but he couldn’t see his way past that fear. “Like it’s that easy, Nick. I know we talk like Park Heights is this small little burg, but it’s the middle of freaking New York. Over two million people live in the borough alone. If he wants to go to ground, he will.”

“But he doesn’t want to go to ground,” Landon said, his voice calm and focused. “If you’re right, and I’m not betting against you, he wants to make trouble.”

“So what do we do about it?” Nick’s question was simple and one he’d posed to the three of them more than once through the years. That question was the mark of their solidarity and the core of their foundation as a family.

As brothers.

They’d do what they always did, Fender knew.

They’d band together and battle the problem.

* * *

“I had a nice time tonight.” Harlow pulled a couple of glasses out of the cabinet, settling them on the counter before moving to the fridge. She hadn’t been sure if Fender was going to come up or not, but when he’d followed her without question, she’d taken her first easy breath since dessert.

“I did, too. I wasn’t sure what Daphne was up to when she brought it up at lunch, but it was a good idea. A fun one.”

“Your brothers are good men. And Emma and Daphne are crazy about you.”

It was sweet to see, Harlow had realized about halfway through dinner. She’d certainly observed the women’s ready defense of Fender when they’d initially visited her at the gallery, but it was even more evident during dinner.

“Nick and Landon are the best.”

“I know the circumstances that made you brothers were not good ones, but it’s amazing to see what you’ve all built together.”

“I think so, too.” Fender’s leg bounced as he sat at the small drop-leaf table in her kitchen. “I know we had shitty childhoods, and I’m not going to lie—there are times when that messes with you. But then there are times when I can’t really remember the days before Mama Lou and the guys. They are my brothers in every way that counts.”

Harlow filled the two glasses from the filtered-water tap in the fridge and handed one to Fender, taking the seat opposite him. She wanted him—that feeling was so pervasive as to be nearly overwhelming—but she also enjoyed the simple act of spending time with him.

Listening to him.

Talking with him.

Just being with him.

“Did it bother you? Louisa coming in and trying to adopt you?” The question was an intimate one, but she couldn’t hide her curiosity, either. While her own family might make her crazy, she couldn’t imagine a different life—one that was without them.

“For me it was a relief. I figured I’d cut and run if things weren’t good, so I had an exit strategy.” That steady movement of his leg stopped as Fender stared into the top of his water glass. He looked about a million miles away in that moment, and Harlow wondered at it.

At the memories that shaped them and molded them on the way to adulthood.

“An exit strategy?”

“Sure. I figured Mama Lou would be a nice lady, but if she got too demanding, or expected too much, or even messed with my plans, then I’d run.”

“When did you decide to stop running?”

He glanced up at that, a faint smile tilting the corners of his lips. “Oh, that took a while. Probably a few years ago.”

“You can’t be serious.”

That subtle smile grew broader. “I’m joking a bit. I did settle in at Mama Lou’s and quit thinking about running from the life she offered pretty early on. But I never did feel like I fully fit in. It took having my own business and employees before I realized that I wasn’t going anywhere.”

“Adulting at its finest.”

“Maybe.” He shrugged. “Or maybe just that moment when you realize you are where you belong.”

“The gallery was like that for me.” She wiped the condensation off her glass. “It was a big step, getting the chance to run it. And then one day I looked up, looked at the huge exhibit we were about to launch, and I realized I was exactly where I was supposed to be.”

“It suits you.”

The statement was a compliment—instinctively she knew that—yet something in it struck her. “What suits me?”

“Art is a refined and elegant profession for a refined and elegant woman. Sort of how I feel about getting under the hood of a car. It suits me.”

Harlow followed him—he wasn’t inaccurate—yet she couldn’t fully shake the feeling that his comments were a cop-out. Like somehow if you fit a mold or were “suited,” to use his word, then you couldn’t be other things.

Maybe she was just nervous about where they were going, but she couldn’t quite disregard that he was making a bigger point than finding your calling in life.

In his pointing out art and car repair, she intuitively sensed something hovered beneath the surface. Like a warning that their differences would ultimately stand in their way of building anything lasting and permanent.

* * *

Gretchen pulled up the search bar on her computer and typed in “Fender Blackstone.” There weren’t many results, but all she needed was the top one. A link to Blackstone’s Auto Body, located in Park Heights, Brooklyn.

She clicked on the “About Us” page and saw an overview of the proprietor, one Fender Blackstone.

Fender.

What sort of gimmick was that? Some ploy to get people to think he was a good mechanic? Or worse, some crass nickname that had been bestowed on him by his fellow grease monkeys?

She scanned the few brief paragraphs, her gaze catching on some of his distinctions in the autos he could service. The list of cars was impressive, but all it did was reinforce the impression of a man reaching above his station. None of it was offset by the fact that his business supported a local Little League baseball team.

“How sweet,” she muttered, feeling entirely uncharitable and not fully sure what to do about that.

Ignoring the stab of something increasingly uncomfortable that settled at the base of her spine, she focused on the task at hand. What was Harlow doing with this man?

She knew her daughter well enough to know that Harlow didn’t waste her time on things that didn’t interest her. Which only made the idea that she was spending time with Louisa’s son that much more upsetting. Was she trying to ruin her reputation?

Their friends may raise a few eyebrows over coffee dates, but what would they say if they caught wind of what the man did for a living?

That stab hit once again, a sharp counterpoint to the memory that filled her mind’s eye of the day she brought Kincaide home to meet her parents. He was so ambitious, his focus on building his reputation and career at the family firm all he could talk about. He was going places, and it didn’t matter that he had the family business sitting behind him like a soft, comfortable cushion.

She’d been so enamored and excited that he’d settled his sights on her. And her father’s pride and mother’s pleasure seemed boundless. She was marrying well. Her sister had already shamed the family by marrying some hippie and heading to San Francisco, so Gretchen had become their only hope for a good, respectable marriage.

And oh, how happily she’d obliged.

She’d had inklings then of Kincaide’s proclivities. The perfume she’d smell lingering on his shirt when he’d pick her up while they were dating had been her first clue. She’d finally gotten the courage to remark on it once, a few weeks before the wedding, only to have her concern brushed off with a laugh.

“Our secretary wears so much perfume, she assaults us all with a cloud every day. I’m surprised it’s not embedded in the walls.”

And she’d believed him. Had blithely moved ahead with the engagement and the marriage, laughing all the way about the gauche women he was forced to work with.

Silly, silly Gretchen.

She could only imagine how Kincaide and his secretary had laughed about her while wrapped up in each other after-hours in a conference room.

Lingering perfume. Lipstick stains that accidentally found their way onto his clothes. Receipts stuffed in his wallet indicating late-night dinners for two at exclusive restaurants known for quiet corners.

She’d observed—and ignored—them all, convinced that her growing family and status as wife was all that mattered.

And then he’d found Louisa. The woman had been a departure from type. Not just hired help, she was a well-heeled, up-and-coming executive at the firm, who was making her own mark. Gretchen had met her once, at the holiday Christmas party. They’d been briefly introduced before Louisa had been swept off for a drink at the bar by some of the other partners, who wanted to discuss an upcoming pitch. Gretchen had wondered at the young woman with such ambition.

Gretchen had two kids at home, PTA meetings, and frustrations with her maid, who couldn’t be bothered to clean the bathrooms well enough. Yet here was woman, close to her own age, who had none of those worries. Who wasn’t dealing with runny noses, or just how much money the Tooth Fairy should leave, or whether or not the ADHD medicine their son was on was right, or healthy, or even working.

Nor did Louisa have to think about a cheating husband who couldn’t be bothered to ask about any of those things or how he could help.

Instead, this woman had been welcomed by the firm’s executives to belly up to the bar and talk about business. They’d smiled at her and laughed with her in ripe, loud tones. And they’d looked at her as if she had a brain in her head and ideas to share.

Ideas of value and worth.

And then one day Kincaide came home smelling of something darker and far more subtle than cheap perfume. Gretchen had done what she always did—she ignored the signs and the suggestions that her husband found his pleasure outside their home.

But the day she’d learned who he was running around with—the day she’d realized it was that bright, vibrant, respected woman from the Christmas party—something had broken inside.

Something, Gretchen knew now, she’d never really stitched back.

Chapter Fifteen

Fender stared at the ceiling, the evening playing through his mind on an alternating loop with his conversation with Cade. Landon’s assessment at dinner had only added to his mounting discomfort.

“But he doesn’t want to go to ground. If you’re right, and I’m not betting against you, he wants to make trouble.”

Cade’s instructions had suggested the same.

So what the hell was he supposed to do about it?

He hadn’t felt this vulnerable since he was ten and didn’t know if going with Mama Lou would make Trent come after him even harder. Even worse, he’d worried then that his father would try and hurt her once he realized she’d taken in his kid.

In the end, the worries in Fender’s mind had been far bigger than the reality of what happened. Trent had made a few token protests—one night he made a big stink calling the house, and on another day he bothered to show up in court for the adoption-hearing, ranting about losing his only son—but other than that, he’d walked away.

So why was he so convinced Trent wasn’t going anywhere this time?

And what the hell was wrong with him? He was a grown man well into his thirties. When had he become afraid of a two-bit criminal?

Underneath all of this, Fender kept coming back to that place. That raw fear that tugged at him and refused to abate, no matter how many times he told himself that he’d handle this.

And way down deep, even farther below the fear, were the whispers of the truth he’d lived with his entire life: He needed an exit strategy. A way out.

And the woman in his arms blocked that path in every way imaginable.

Harlow shifted in his arms, and Fender held her a bit closer. He had no idea what to do about her. Every moment he spent with her was better than the last. Each conversation they had revealed a new side to her that fascinated and interested him even more.

Even the fact that she was willing to ask him the hard questions.

She hadn’t shied away from asking about his adoption or his youth. So far, she hadn’t shied away from anything. She’d been the one to come to Brooklyn to apologize to his mother and offer her support. She’d accepted Daphne and Emma’s meddling with a smile and gentle grace.

And she’d accepted him.

Despite the sexy dresses and mile-high heels, she’d embraced his dingy jeans, well-worn T-shirts, and work boots as normal. Not as some sort of rebellion against her life, but as who he was.

It was acceptance in its purest form, and other than his mother and his brothers, he wasn’t sure if he’d ever truly had that.

He hadn’t lied—Park Heights was his home and his place. He knew that and had accepted that reality for what it was—his life to live in the way he wanted. But he knew he was talked about. Whispered about.

Fender Blackstone, the kid who’d made good. Trent Blackstone’s wayward kid who’d been saved by the grace of God and a determined woman. A boy abandoned by his birth mother and left to fend for himself.

His teachers had expected little of him and were often surprised when he had done well. He was well-liked in town, yet people often gave him a wide berth, like he was a lit fuse that could spark and explode if given the slightest provocation. Even the women he’d dated over the years had given him labels, bad boy sitting at the top of the list.

Where the mothers of Park Heights had believed some woman would eventually tame Cade Rossi—and last he’d heard, Daphne’s best friend Jasmine was doing her level best to do just that—people expected Fender Blackstone would always be wild and untamed.

Light fingers trailed over his skin, drawing his attention from his thoughts and shifting it decidedly . . . lower.

“You’re wide awake.” Harlow’s languid, sleepy voice was at odds with the determined play of her hands as they traced a path over the ridges of his stomach muscles.

“Sorry if I woke you.”

“I’m not.” Her hands stilled, but she kept them against his skin as she tilted her head to look at him.

“It’s the middle of the night. You need your sleep.”

“Or I need to know what’s bothering you. I’ll take that over sleep any day.”

Fender wanted to keep it light—wanted to hide the things that bothered him and take comfort in the acceptance that she offered. He’d tried to make it clear earlier, in the kitchen, by pointing out their differences, but she’d seemed oblivious to his carefully articulated points.

Or the truth of how different they were.

“Okay. I’ll go first.” She said. “Why haven’t you invited me to your place?”

“My apartment?”

“Yes.”

“I’m—” He thought about the stark differences between his one-bedroom bachelor pad and the two thousand-square-foot beauty she lived in. “You have more room.”

“Is that the only reason?”

“Sure.”

Not a single trace of sleep lingered in her wide blue eyes. “Then what are we going to do tomorrow night? Or the night after? Will I come your way after work? Should I pack a bag to stay overnight?”

Once again, the woman was fearless in the topics she was willing to address and hit head on. So why did he find it easier to talk about his fucked-up childhood as the son of the neighborhood bastard than the possibility of inviting her to spend the night in his home?

Because he knew the truth.

He had to give her up. And once he saw her in his space, wrapped up in his sheets, her scent lingering in his bedroom, he’d be lost. He’d never be able to look those places again without seeing her stamp on them.

Without feeling the traces of her and all he’d had to give up.

* * *

The same vague, swirling resentment that had settled in her bones in the kitchen earlier was back. Harlow had convinced herself she was past it when they’d made love, drifting on that sweet, languid awareness of each other. That awareness had warmed her as she fell asleep in his arms, determined to believe they’d find their way past their differences.

Only now the resentment was back, harsher than before and far more marked.

She wasn’t sure why she’d asked about his apartment. Although things had moved quickly between them, they hadn’t been seeing each other all that long. He’d given no indication she wasn’t welcome in his home—circumstances had simply not aligned for her to head to him for an evening together.

Despite that fact, it was more than clear she’d hit a nerve.

“We’re not doing anything tomorrow night, unless you want to join me for a trip up to Watkins Glen,” he said.

“For the race?”

“Yep. I usually go, and I committed months ago to help out as backup for one of the crews if they needed me.”

“When were you going to tell me?”

“It slipped my mind. With all the stuff about my father and with seeing you.” He laid a hand over hers, his sincerity more than evident. “I forgot about it. Just completely forgot it was this weekend.”

“You want me to go?”

Something flickered in his gaze. That green was so expressive and vivid, more than a window to his soul. His eyes telegraphed all the hopes he had that he refused to put into words.

“I’ll be occupied for some of it, but if you’re okay with that, I’d like you to join me.”

“You’re sure?”

“More than sure.”

“Then I’d like to go.”

“Good. We’ll worry about my apartment later.” He shifted, rolling her onto her back. “I can promise you my double bed isn’t nearly as comfortable as this king sized monstrosity you sleep in every night, princess.”

“You’re calling me a princess?”

“If the mattress fits.” His hand shifted lower, slipping between their bodies and sliding just so between her thighs.

The mattress did fit. More, the man fit. Fit inside her body, his long, bold strokes as he filled her able to create the sweetest pleasure. Fit with her personality, matched with a special compatibility she’d never felt with any other man. Fit even with the outward differences in their lives, her high heels and his work boots both code for hard work and doing professionally what they loved.

She understood him, and in ways she had never imagined, felt he understood her in return.

It made the idea that someday she’d have to give him up that much harder to accept.

* * *

The flop was dingy and hot as a fucking sauna, but it was free and it was empty, Trent’s two main requirements. He’d completed the job for one of the local thugs and was still smarting from nearly getting caught with the little piece of shit he’d taught a lesson to.

The privileged little piece of shit.

Who knew the kid would be a local scholarship student who’d gotten hooked on Oxy after a particularly bad leg break? And who also knew the entire community had a soft spot for him and was trying to help him straighten out?

Couldn’t they have straightened him out before he went in for a loan from Sticky Caruthers?

Trent had damn near broken the other leg when the cops showed up.

Fuck.

He’d gone to ground, barely getting out of the shitty rent-a-room before the cops broke in, and now he was stuck back in the abandoned digs near his old stomping grounds. He wasn’t particular about things being too clean, but he drew the line at rats.

Tonight he no longer had a choice. He was stuck in the dingy flop as a last resort, since Sticky hadn’t paid up yet and Trent wasn’t quite in a position to go looking for him.

He hunted up a quiet corner that had the fewest remnants from things that crawled in the night, and dropped down, digging a pack of smokes out of his pocket. He’d been rationing them out, waiting for his payday, but to hell with trying to make them last. He had a bigger problem.

The warm welcome and list of contacts he’d imagined having as he hitched his way from Ohio back to Brooklyn had dried up like an old woman. He’d never been a fan of Sticky Caruthers—the bastard had been small-time when Sonny was running things, and had always had a mean streak. Trent had taken the job for lack of anything else, but this wasn’t a way to make a living.

Nor were things quite the way he’d remembered them. His old buddies were either dead or in prison. The guys running the streets now all thought of themselves as businessmen. Hell, even Sticky had on a suit when Trent had gone to see him, looking for work.

Things were just . . . different.

He smoked his cigarette down almost to the filter, reaching for another one to light it off the last. He’d wanted to go find Fender when he had the upper hand—a little bit of blunt in his pocket and that fine swagger that came from executing a few rough ups—but it was fast coming to look like he needed the kid’s help a lot more than he needed that upper hand.

The story he’d been working up in his mind had been taking shape, but Fender had always been a suspicious little bastard. His surprise attack hadn’t helped, but Trent figured he covered well enough with the old-girlfriend-and-cancer story. Trent knew well that his son wasn’t going to buy his need for forgiveness as the reason he’d come home again. So maybe he just needed to go for the truth. He’d take whatever he could guilt the kid out of, maybe go poke at the old bitch who’d adopted him and scare her out of some money, and get out of town.

A flash of light caught his eye, streaming in through the high windows in the old building, and Trent let out a long, low curse. “Son of a bitch.”

The steady swish of light continued, red and blue filling the room in garish flashes of neon. He scrambled up, just barely remembering to grab the stubbed-out cigarette and hightailed it toward the back of the building. He’d scoped out the place earlier and hadn’t found many places to hide, but all he had to do was hope the cops were as grossed-out by the place as he was and that they’d move on.

He reluctantly stubbed out the other cigarette to avoid too fresh a scent and headed for the back of the gutted building.

Voices echoed from the front of the building, the distaste emanating off their voices even if Trent couldn’t make out every word. He mentally fist-pumped when he heard one of them was a woman and prayed the rat shit littering the place would work in his favor.

“Mike, we can’t just leave. The kid was roughed up bad.” Her voice drifted back, and Trent nearly laughed out loud at the unexpected pushback. Sounded like the partner was the delicate flower, not Officer Susie Q.

“Kid also scammed ten G’s out of Caruthers. I’m not sure his word is the most solid.”

“He needs help.”

“And he also needs to use that genius IQ to avoid loan sharks.”

“He’s just a kid.”

They continued moving around the outer room, and Trent imagined the path they walked. He heard a muttered “disgusting” from the guy and figured he’d found the same pile of animal bones he had.

“I can’t believe they haven’t finished this place off yet,” “Officer Mike” said. “Once the new senior center went in down the street I figured this place was next on the list.”

“City condemned it but there’s a problem with the red tape on the teardown.”

“Come on, Tracy. We’re done here.”

Trent didn’t miss the reluctant sigh from the woman as she finally offered up a small “fine.” The sound of footsteps faded as the pair of cops headed for the front door, and Trent took an easy breath as the red and blue lights faded, returning the old warehouse to a dingy, shit gray.

He looked down at the crumpled, half-smoked cigarette still dangling between his fingers. It was so not his lucky day. But not for long.

First thing tomorrow, he’d see his son about a loan.

* * *

Fender worked his way through the last few sheets of invoices, paying his suppliers and adding in the orders he needed to get him through the next month. Although bills and inventory weren’t his favorite jobs, he took an odd satisfaction from the task. The simple act of buying fresh supplies was proof he’d gone through his last batch.

Which was indicative of the fact that people came to him to fix their cars and paid him to do the job.

He had four employees on today, their voices rising and falling as they worked, and he took satisfaction in that, too. He paid people. Paid them well, as a matter of fact. He saw to it they had insurance, a small pension, and an honest day’s wage.

Adulting.

He’d joked about it to Harlow, but that’s what it was. He’d found where he belonged, and he’d built something in that place. Now if he could just get the hang of the automation computer program Landon had been up his ass about, he might even manage to do his monthly inventory in half the time.

This, however, wouldn’t be that month.

“Fender?” His name was followed by a light rap of knuckles on his office door, and he turned to find Daphne standing there.

“Hey there, Detective Sexy. What brings you by?”

“Landon hates when you call me that.”

He stood and pressed a quick kiss to her cheek. “Which is the exact reason I do it. What’s up?”

“I wanted to swing by. Cade was called out on a job but he asked me to come over.”

“Oh.”

The tense smile that lined her face vanished, replaced by a tight grimace. “Yeah. It’s not good.”

Fender pointed toward his guest chair before closing his office door. “What did he do?”

“How’d you know?”

“You’re here, and my father’s back in town. I put the two together.”

She nodded. “Cade is sorry he didn’t come in person, but I wanted to make sure you heard it from one of us. Shirley and Joe Cooper’s kid got roughed up last night.”

“Hale?”

Daphne shook her head. “The older one. Jake. Kid’s been having problems and they’ve been working really hard to help him.”

Fender knew the story. They’d discussed it more than a few times at his mother’s dining room table over brunch, and he knew Father Thad had been working on an outreach for the family to help them through this. “Kid’s been on Oxy, right?”

“Yeah. He was doing better and then had a relapse a few weeks back. Took it upon himself to take out a loan from Sticky.”

“Shit. Sticky’s hurting kids now? Scholarship students at that.”

“The ones who don’t pay back their loans he is.”

Fender knew the drill, and he knew damn well what Daphne was getting at. “And you guys can’t nail him for this?”

“Trust me, we’re all trying. Jasmine and the rest of the DA’s office have been this close—” Daphne held up her thumb and forefinger, closing them to barely a hair’s width between them, “—but he’s crafty. And Caruthers knows his way around the law. He’s just legit enough to avoid suspicion.”

“Yet you know he’s guilty.”

“As sin.”

Fender admired the hell out of Daphne. The fact that she could go out there, day after day, and know that the thugs and grifters she was dealing with were some of the lowest humanity on the planet, was commendable. The fact that she could even find a way to sleep knowing not every one of them was remarkable.

“Let me guess. Trent did the roughing.”

“That’s the intel Cade has. Kid was pretty out of it when they brought him into the emergency room, but his description is spot on.”

“You put someone on Mom’s house?”

“Someone’s been on her house. On Landon and Nick’s businesses, too.”

“What about mine?”

She smiled at that. “We’ve been paying attention. The bank down on the corner’s been hit a few times over the years, so we take this stretch pretty seriously anyway. But yeah, we’re keeping an eye.”

When he’d left Harlow’s that morning, he’d headed home with a spring in his step and plans for the weekend already brewing in his mind’s eye. The two of them would get away, out of the city and the lingering specter of Trent Blackstone. Other than the bit of time he’d spend helping out a few of the pit crews, the long weekend was his own.

His and Harlow’s.

But now he’d spend the weekend worried about his family and their well-being.

“If it makes you feel any better, we’re going to get your mother and Mrs. W. out of the house this weekend. Emma and I planned a girls’ weekend in the city, complete with dress shopping, fancy dinners, and a Broadway show on Sunday.”

“You did?”

Daphne shrugged. “It seemed like a fun thing to do, and wedding-dress shopping is like the equivalent of human catnip and crack.”

Fender had little idea what she was talking about, but the news that his mother would be out of the neighborhood for a few days was more than welcome.

“Catnip and crack?” Fender’s eyebrow shot up. “Someone might question your loyalty to the NYPD, Detective Rossi.”

She answered his eyebrow with one of her own as well as a soft hand on his arm. “You don’t have to carry this one all on your own. We’re all here. And we’re all going to help you see this through.”

Chapter Sixteen

“It’s hard to believe all this land and nature is barely ten miles outside the city.”

Harlow watched through the window as the scene morphed from city to suburb to country. She’d been going upstate most of her life, whether it was quick weekend getaways or summers at her grandparents’ lake house. Even after all these years, it never failed to surprise her how quickly the city relaxed its hold.

“The world does exist outside of Manhattan.”

“And Brooklyn,” she couldn’t resist adding.

He shot her a smile. “Shhh. Don’t tell.”

They’d loaded up on coffee and bagels, hoping to beat rush hour, and Harlow figured they’d been successful when they crossed the George Washington Bridge without having to slow for traffic.

“I keep forgetting to tell you—I went to see your mother on Monday.”

“My—You what?” He turned his head fully that time, and she had to admit there might have been a better time to bring up the subject of her visit to Louisa than navigating through northern New Jersey during Friday morning rush hour.

“On Monday. I was going to mention it on Wednesday at dinner, and then you made me mad and I forgot. And then it seemed weird to bring it up at dinner last night with your brothers.”

“What did you visit her about?”

“My intention was the same as the day I showed up in the park last week. I wanted to apologize, and I never got to do that before you and I went to lunch at Gino’s.”

“Apologize for what?”

“For my mother’s behavior. And to offer my support.”

He was quiet, and she knew the news had come as a bit of a bomb. “Were you afraid to tell me?”

“Not in the least.”

She figured it wasn’t going to take long for the next question, and he didn’t disappoint. “Are you sure about that?”

“Positive.”

“But you went to see her and didn’t mention it.”

“And you forgot to tell me about coming up here until I started asking about weekend plans. We’ve both been single people for a while. It takes time to remember to share.”

“I suppose.” He waited a beat before his curiosity obviously got the better of him. Harlow couldn’t quite squelch her amusement at his reaction, or his obvious curiosity. “So what did you talk about?”

She handed him his coffee before reaching for her own, then refitted his into the cup holder once he’d had a sip. “The speech she gave at the community center. A few of her campaign promises. My father. You.”

“Wait, what?”

“Which word didn’t you understand?”

She got the side-eye before he barreled on. “Smart-ass. Seriously, I know you’re enjoying this. Cut me a break. What did you talk about?”

“She asked about my father. About how he died. And she said she was sorry for my loss. It made me realize it was a loss for her, too.”

“He hadn’t been a part of her life for a long time. I guess—” Something dull hitched in his throat. “I guess I never thought about how she would have felt once he was gone.”

The visit to the community center might have faded in the face of everything else that had happened that week, but Harlow’s short time with Louisa had been cathartic. “Me too. I know it wasn’t right for them to have a huge affair but—”

She broke off, the thoughts that had swirled in the back of her mind taking sudden form.

“That’s not what I meant. I don’t mean any of it by way of excuse or justification, but there was something comforting about the idea that she had really cared for him. It made it less—” Once again, Harlow stopped, trying to find the words to match what she felt. In the end, she went with the truth. “It seemed less sordid and tacky and more of what it really was all along. Just sad and misguided and hurtful.”

“For years after Louisa adopted me, people would try and ask me about my birth mother. If I felt sad. If I was mad at her. If my feelings were hurt.”

The shift in topic was so sudden—and so honest—Harlow was momentarily stunned silent.

“I still remember a session in the guidance counselor’s office. I goofed off in bio class the day we were dissecting worms which, in my defense, was just like about ten other boys in class. But next thing I know, I’m being sent down to the office and getting what was the seventh-grade equivalent to couch time with a shrink.”

“What did the counselor say?”

“It wasn’t what she said, it was all the questions. Was I happy? Was I able to voice my feelings? Did I have things I wanted to share?”

“Did you?”

“No.” His eyes never left the road, yet Harlow sensed how focused his attention was on her. “All I wanted to do was go back and get the worm guts I’d wrapped in a tissue so I could dump them in Julie Castillo’s purse.”

“Why did they think otherwise?”

“Because I’m a kid and they were adults and adults know better? Or because someone figured something had to be wrong so they put it in my file and started worrying about it? Who knows? All I did know was that what started out as really uncomfortable got less so when I finally figured out the questions weren’t about me.”

“But they were concerned for your well-being.”

She kept her focus on his profile and watched how the expressions flitted there, one after the other. His determination to make her understand, as well as his frustration when it seemed that she didn’t.

“That’s just the thing. Everybody was so convinced over what I should have felt that it was like no one bothered to see how I was really doing. No one listened to the answers I kept giving.”

“Which were what?”

“That I was fine. That I suddenly had a mother and brothers and a roof over my head and a life. What did I have to bitch and moan about?”

Harlow considered his words. While she found it hard to argue with his points, she could see why a school counselor would worry about a young boy who’d had such upheaval in his life. And yet . . .

Something else in his story rang true. Sometimes things really were okay. You worked through tough times, moved forward, and left the bad behind.

Or at least the sting of the bad behind.

Fender reached over, taking her hand in his. His palm covered the back of her hand, and she took surprising pleasure in the way his fingers wrapped around hers before linking them together.

“All I’m saying is don’t worry about what you think you should feel or what the world says you’re supposed to feel. And for God’s sakes don’t feel you have to hold back how you feel to me,” he said.

“Are we actually talking about feelings? On our first weekend away together?”

He squeezed her hand, his voice dry when he spoke. “I’m an evolved guy. Feelings don’t scare me.”

A light laugh spilled out, but it was the thoughts that lingered long after they’d moved on to other topics that kept dogging her. And the images of a young boy pulled out of class and asked to talk about the mother who abandoned him.

The experience was so far from her own life as to be incomprehensible.

She considered herself compassionate, caring, and understanding. Took pride in behaving so that those traits were front and center in how she lived her life. But in the images Fender had painted, she couldn’t hold back the fear that the chasm between them stretched far wider than a bridge or a weekend away or a heart full of hope could ever span.

* * *

Since he was eighteen years old, Fender had spent the same August weekend in Watkins Glen, New York. One of the key nodes on the racing circuit, the Glen boasted a pristine speedway and a rabid base of fans.

Fender pulled into the dirt lane that led to the farmhouse on the edge of Watkins Glen. The place had been restored into a gorgeous B and B, and for reasons that still bemused him, for the past ten years had become his standing reservation each race weekend.

The octogenarian proprietor, Pam Brookman, had literally taken him into her home a decade ago and made sure he always had a place for race weekend. Or any other weekend he wanted to head upstate to relax or unwind.

“Fender!”

Lady B., as she’d been dubbed by the locals ever since she’d brought afternoon tea to the Glen, came around the counter to give him a hug. “You’re earlier than I expected.”

“We wanted to get up here.” He squeezed back, surprised as always that so much strength could sit in such a slender frame. She was tall, a gift of her good British stock, she’d told him many years ago, but she appeared slight on first measure. A good solid hug quickly disavowed anyone of that notion. “Lady B., let me introduce you to someone.”

Harlow already had her hand extended, a warm smile on her face. He made quick introductions, not surprised when Harlow had almost immediately engaged the woman in conversation about the weather in England and a new hotel that recently opened in London. And she readily promised to make sure they were back promptly at four for teatime.

Teatime?

Lady B. had already bustled back around the counter, busying herself with their reservation. “I thought you suspended teatime for race weekend. Too much going on.”

“Dear, there’s never too much going on to skip tea.” Lady B. handed over his keys before winking. “Or to miss out on catching up over a cuppa. I look forward to connecting later, Harlow.”

“Same here, Lady B.”

Harlow had a smile on her face as they made room for a couple who’d come up behind them to check in. It was only once they were out of earshot that she turned toward Fender, a funny light burning in her eyes.

“You realize that you collect women like most people collect coins or stamps or little tiny thimbles?”

Thimbles? “What are you talking about?”

“Women. They love you. All ages and shapes and sizes.”

“That’s silly.” It was silly. And weird. And the very fact that she said it had heat rising up in his chest, creeping on toward his neck and face.

“No, it’s true. And can you blame them? You stand there all strong and sexy with those ripped jeans and tight T-shirts. In black, no less.” She moved up close, the light scent of her tempting and tantalizing him to reach out and run his fingers over the thin material of her blouse. She’d paired the thin silk—again in mind-blowing color, this time a peacock blue—with a pair of shorts that easily showed off a mile of leg.

She was the sexy one.

He avoided a show for the lobby and settled for laying his hand on her arm. “Black hides the grease.”

“I don’t see a car part.”

“Give me a few hours.” He grinned. “There are quite a few cars lined up around the track only a few miles away.”

“Just so long as we’re back for tea.”

He shook his head at that before gesturing her toward the stairwell that led up to their room. It had briefly crossed his mind to ask for two rooms, but it wasn’t like they were in abundance on race weekend and, well . . .

They were having an affair, damn it. If you didn’t sleep in the same room something was missing, and he’d long stopped worrying about what his choices looked like to others.

He put the key—a real, honest-to-God key—into the lock and opened the door. The room overlooked the front of the property through a large bay window that included a window seat. It had a king sized four-poster bed and a small sitting area that looked perfect for that tea Lady B. insisted on.

“Wow. You know how to romance a girl, Fender Blackstone.”

He turned to see Harlow behind him. Although he’d stayed here for many years, he’d never been in a room that looked anything like this.

“I had no idea they had rooms like this.”

“I thought you stayed here.”

“Yeah. In a small room on the third floor. This is—” He broke off, an image of Lady B.’s pleased smile when she was introduced to Harlow. “This is something else,” he finished up lamely.

“This is more than something else.” Harlow ducked into the bathroom, marching right back out with a bright smile on her face. “This is a sex den. An elegant one, but you are going to get very lucky, Fender Blackstone.”

She went back into the bathroom to take another look, mentioning something about a claw-foot tub, but Fender didn’t hear it as something began to ring in his ears. Nothing she’d said was inappropriate. How could it be? They were sleeping together.

Yet this room looked like some seduction scene instead of a weekend away. Their time together was fraught with so much baggage—even their conversation in the car had grown weirdly serious and deep—that this was one more example of where they disconnected.

She belonged in a place like this and he . . . didn’t. A pair of lovers who had a future belonged in a place like this, not a couple of people who were getting their rocks off and marking time.

And fuck it all, a room like this made it look like he was trying too hard. He hadn’t even given a thought to upgrading his room or asking for a different one, yet two minutes with Lady B. and she was putting them up in the fucking honeymoon suite.

Or what sure as hell looked like it.

“Fender?” The delighted smile hovering over her lips faded. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“Is there a problem with the room?”

“Room’s great.”

“If you’d like a different one, we—”

“It’s great. Why don’t we unpack and head over to the track? I need to see a few people and see where they need my help.”

“Why don’t you go without me? I’ll take some time to unpack and explore the place. I may even curl up with one of Lady B.’s cuppas and a book I brought.”

“You sure?”

“Positive.”

In moments he’d escaped and was back in his car, bumping his way over the dirt lane that led back out to the main road. Harlow had never yelled or gotten mad or dropped that bright smile.

But he knew he’d hurt her.

And he was damned if he knew how to change it.

* * *

Trent walked into Blackstone’s Auto Body, his story working its way through his head. The rest of the night had passed without incident, but he was tired and hungry and he wanted a goddamned shower. His son was going to fix all of it after Fender gave him the keys to his apartment.

“Can I help you?” An older woman sat at the desk, her gaze raking over him as he stood there. Something in that look crawled down his skin and Trent ignored it. He knew what he looked like—he hadn’t had a shower in two fucking days—but there was something else there. Something that smacked clearly of distaste.

“Is Fender here?”

“No.”

“When will he be back?”

“I don’t give out his schedule.”

Trent grit his teeth and avoided raising his voice to the uppity bitch. Uppity bitch in a damn auto shop. What the hell had Brooklyn turned into? “When will he be back?”

“Why don’t you try back Monday.”

“What if I need to try sooner?”

“I can get another mechanic for you if you’re having car trouble.”

“Can I leave a message?”

“You don’t have his cell number?”

Trent ignored the innuendo and attitude. “He must have changed his number recently because the one I used didn’t go through.”

“He doesn’t have a new number.” She seemed to be enjoying herself, her response smacking clearly of one-upmanship.

“Tell you what.” Trent leaned forward over the high counter. He kept his motions casual, but his voice was low, with as much menace as he could shove into it. “When you get that stick out of your ass and have a conversation with your boss, tell Fender his father would like to speak to him.”

He’d finally made a dent, the bitch’s eyes going wide at his reference to fatherhood.

“Fender’s dad?” Another woman had walked into the office during the pointless exchange, covered neck to ankle in work gear.

Trent stepped back from the counter and took in the woman, with her doe eyes and generous, lumpy figure underneath an acre of gray material and figured he’d hit the jackpot. A gearhead with ovaries.

Banishing all traces of threat from his voice, he gave her a bright, jovial smile. “Yeah. Back in town after a while but I keep missing my boy.” He lifted his hands and added a shrug for good measure. “I had a quick job here in town and wasn’t sure if we’d be able to connect, and now it looks like I missed him.”

“Unfortunately, you did.” The woman held out a hand to his. “Annie. Annie Foreman.”

“Trent Blackstone.”

“Annie—” The woman at the counter tried to get Annie’s attention, but from her wide smile and friendly eyes, she was intent on having the conversation.

“Fender’s up the Glen this weekend.”

Recognition hit quickly, and he shifted with the conversation. “Of course he did. How stupid of me. Nothing keeps that boy from cars. Ones that roar around tracks and race each other sit at the top of the list. He’s been like that since he was small.”

Annie laughed at the joke, ignoring the harsh cough from the woman at the desk. “That he does. Race weekend sort of snuck up on all of us, but he left this morning. I’ll let him know you stopped by. Hopefully you can see each other before you have to leave again.”

“I hope so.”

Armed with the details he needed, Trent nodded to them both and headed out.

Fender was up the Glen. He considered the four-hour drive upstate and wondered if he should follow or lay low for the rest of the weekend. He could hitch, but that would take all damn day, and he still needed to get back. Even if he did find the kid, he couldn’t count on a ride back, and he didn’t have the money for a bus ticket or a hotel.

And then an even better idea hit him.

Fender was gone all weekend. It wouldn’t be too hard to find where the kid lived and take his rightful place as houseguest.

Whistling to himself, he dug out his phone as he walked toward the crosswalk and pulled up a search bar. He’d likely find the kid’s address that way, but if not, he’d go back and strike up another conversation with his new friend, Annie Foreman. He could talk cars with the best of them, and he figured if he flirted and appealed to her gearhead heart, he’d have her squawking in no time.

In the end, he didn’t even need to put on a show. Fender’s address popped up on a search listing, and his apartment number was proudly displayed in the entryway of the small walk-up.

An hour later, Trent stepped out of his son’s shower, toweling off as he walked around. The door locks had taken him a few minutes to pop, but no one was around in the middle of the morning and he’d had more than enough time to get the job done.

The apartment was small and sparsely furnished, but there were signs of life in the well-worn couch, the monster TV, and the decently stocked freezer. He scanned the contents, noting the stacks of frozen meals.

Did the kid cook? Or maybe that bitch who adopted him sent him home with food—like he needed a handout.

She’d always poked in where she didn’t belong. Taking his kid from him had been the most obvious, but he still remembered the way the social-services people had skewered him with questions. Fender was a little shit, but he was solid. No one had poked around in their lives until that bitch Louisa had started messing with his kid and meddling. She’d done the same with his little friends, too.

He’d seen something laying on the counter that looked like it had her name on it and, curious, crossed back over to look at the pamphlet.

“Louisa Mills, candidate for Brooklyn borough president.” He read the title, then scanned the rest of the piece, noting that the woman who’d stolen his kid had decided she could do a solid for Brooklyn by representing its interests. He tossed the pamphlet back on the counter.

Freaking do-gooder.

Uninterested, he went back to the fridge and tugged open the door, pleased to see what amounted to nearly a case of beer neatly stacked on the shelves along with some lunch meat and cheese. Between the cold cuts, the frozen handouts, and a fridge full of beer, he was going to eat like a king.

Damn, he had raised that boy well.

Trent snagged a longneck and headed back toward the big-ass TV. He’d raised him well indeed.

And he was going to have a damn fine weekend because of it.

* * *

Harlow fought the urge to pace the small library and instead stayed seated in the large, overstuffed chair that enfolded her like a lover.

And why shouldn’t it? She thought bitterly. Her actual lover had his head shoved under the hood of a car.

You know, in those moments when he managed to get it out of his ass.

What had possibly happened from the car to their room?

Even as she asked herself the question, she knew the answer. The reality of the weekend had hit both of them in the romantic intimacy of their room. She’d looked at the large bay window, oversized tub, and big bed, and seen a weekend together.

He’d seen a noose.

That thoroughly uninspiring image nearly had her back out of the chair, but for some reason she kept still. It would be so easy to walk away. She could pack up, get some sort of ungodly expensive transportation to the bus station, and go back to the city. She’d be back by early evening and could put this all behind her.

Which was easy.

It would be hard in the moment, but it was easy to run. He’d done it, and she had sat here for the past hour resenting the hell out of him for it. Did she dare do the same?

“Can I freshen your tea, dear?” Lady B. pushed a tea cart—an honest-to-God tea cart—into the room. A pretty, rose-colored teapot sat on top, along with some fresh cups.

“Only if you’ll stay and have a cup with me.”

A delighted smile filled the woman’s face. “I’d love to. Our early arrivals have all checked in, and I’ve got Lucy on the desk, so I’ve got a spot of time to myself.”

Her years of training obvious, the woman had two fresh cups poured and whisked away Harlow’s other nearly empty cup. They each took a sip, Lady B.’s sigh filling the room. “Now that’s a cuppa.”

“No arguments here.” Harlow sipped her own tea, pleased the woman made a hearty brew.

She liked strong things. Took pride, in fact, in being willing to handle the strong and the solid. It was one of myriad reasons that Fender was so appealing. He had an inner core of strength that drew her to him. It wasn’t just the physical, although that was wonderful, too. It was the solidness she sensed in him.

The man knew who he was. That had been evident from the first, and the perception only grew stronger the more she got to know him.

His family. His job. His view of the world.

The man knew who he was.

His comments on the drive up filled her thoughts, along with the genuine question in his voice when he’d pressed his point.

“Everybody was so convinced over what I should have felt that it was like no one bothered to see how I was really doing. No one listened to the answers I kept giving.”

No one listened. . . .

Had she done the same? She’d continued to push ahead, desperate to believe that they could forge a relationship out of hot desire and burning need. But was she wrong? Despite how wonderful they were when they were happening, desire and need, sex and romance, burned out. They didn’t die—she had great hope for that—but they did change. The crazy newness they were both feeling would fade away.

Did they have something strong enough to keep the relationship going when those fires receded?

“He’s a difficult man.”

The “excuse me” was nearly out of her mouth at Lady B.’s quiet comment, but Harlow held it back. They both knew whom the woman spoke of, and they both knew why.

“Yes, he is.” Harlow agreed.

“A wonderful man, but a difficult one. Most of the ones worth a damn are.”

“You sound like you speak from experience.”

A delighted smile and slightly naughty twinkle in those warm gray eyes suggested Harlow had hit the mark. “That I do. My George was a wild man when I met him. We had that spark and fire from the start, but getting him to realize he was worth more and could have more took me some time. I never quite tamed him, nor would I have wanted to, but we certainly had a fun run.”

“For how long?”

“Until he passed three years ago.” The smile dimmed but didn’t fully fade, and Harlow thought there was something pretty special in that. To have loss but still keep the beauty and memories of what you had.

“I’d say that was more than a fun run. I’d say that was a life.”

“That it was. My George loved his cars, too. That’s how we ended up here all those years ago.”

“What did he do?”

“He was a mechanic in town and lived for the events at the track.”

“Is that how you met Fender?”

The cup headed toward Lady B.’s lips stilled before she set it down on the small end table next to her chair. “Fender didn’t tell you?”

Tell her? What was there to tell? “No, I guess not.”

“My grandson, Andrew, was raised here, upstate, but headed for the city the first chance he got. Did quite well, too. He was a stock-exchange trader, and we were so proud of how he succeeded.”

Harlow heard the past tense and registered the subtle shift in tone.

“What happened?”

“Unfortunate choices.” Lady B.’s gaze drifted toward her cup, growing distant as the past engulfed the present. “Andy had too much to drink after work and chose to drive home to his flat in Brooklyn. Your Fender was the first on the scene. He did his best and pulled Andy out of the car, but we lost him in the hospital a few days later.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Your Fender was quite heroic. He pulled our Andy to safety but suffered a back injury and ended up in the hospital, too. We met him when we came down to the city.”

Harlow took it in but struggled to fully understand it all. Why wouldn’t Fender have said anything? And why would Lady B. want to be reminded of such a sad time?

“It’s so kind of you to welcome Fender to your home, but doesn’t it make you sad? To remember Andy’s death?”

“Fender and my George struck up a conversation in the hospital. Fender kept George’s mind occupied in those dark days, and they struck up a friendship. George invited him up the following year for the race, and we’ve had him up ever since.

“Nothing can replace my grandson, but I’m grateful for the joy that came into our life. It would have been easy to equate Fender with our loss, and I’m so glad we didn’t. I’m so glad George insisted we look beyond the obvious and accept the gift we’d been given.”

The teasing Harlow had pushed earlier—that Fender collected women—was only half true, she realized.

Fender collected people. Collected them and effortlessly brought them into his world.

Just as she’d realized on the drive up, he did know himself.

He also knew right and wrong. He knew what it meant to be a good man. And he knew what it meant to treat others with kindness and compassion.

Now she could only hope he would come to understand just how much she loved him.

Chapter Seventeen

Fender felt no better about abandoning Harlow at the B and B three hours later than he did when he’d left. He’d caught up with some friends at the track and visited the crew who had him on call, but other than shooting the shit and making wagers on who they thought had the edge this year, he got no solace roaming the pits.

Once again, he’d let the bullshit in his head mess with the moment. Harlow deserved better.

Hell, he was self-evolved enough to know that he deserved better.

What he wasn’t self-evolved enough to worry about was that he’d missed afternoon tea. He glanced at the dash clock as he pulled into the small gravel parking lot of the B and B and was oddly relieved to see it was quarter to five. Something about the idea of sitting there with a small teacup and afternoon conversation gave him hives.

He got out of the car and went up the back steps to the second floor. He’d been a small boy once and had learned that you never exposed yourself to a drubbing if you could help it. That was the beauty of back stairs in the first place. The ones in his mother’s brownstone had been well-used by him, Nick, and Landon, and he saw no reason not to put that hard-won knowledge to good use.

He’d take his medicine soon enough, when he spoke with Harlow.

The hallway was quiet and he tried to open their room door, surprised to find it locked. Maybe teatime was still going on. He dug out his key and let himself in, and it was only then that he saw the dim light coming from the bathroom.

“Harlow?”

“Back here. Come on in.”

Although he wasn’t particularly squeamish, he wasn’t exactly ready to barge in on her in the bathroom.

“Fender?”

“Sorry. Coming.”

Mama Lou—whether because she was not their biological mother, the age which he and his brothers had been adopted, or personal modesty—had never roamed around the house without covering up. He also didn’t have sisters. And while he’d hardly put Harlow in the category of either relative, he was oddly reluctant to head to the bathroom.

Which made the enticingly long legs—crossed at the ankle and propped up on the edge of the bathtub—that much more of a surprise when he walked through the doorway.

Something hard and sharp lodged like a boulder in his throat as his gaze followed the lines of her body, over the flat stomach, generous breasts and slim shoulders until he saw her face.

That heartbreaking face.

A small, lopsided smile edged one corner of her mouth, and he could have died a happy man right there.

But it was the warm welcome in the depths of her eyes that had him moving forward.

“Good day?”

“Not really.” He curled his fingers into his palm, the raging desire to touch her nearly overwhelming him. His good sense. And his ability to form a coherent thought.

Woman.

Naked woman.

Wet naked woman.

The thoughts were a jumbled blur, set off by that knowing smile.

“Why not?”

“Because once again, I managed to act the raging ass to you, and there wasn’t any reason for it. None at all.”

One lone eyebrow lifted over that fathomless, liquid blue. “It took you all afternoon to come to that conclusion?”

“I actually figured it out before I hit the end of the driveway. But . . . Well . . . You know—” He lifted his shoulders. “Asshole by birth. Asshole to the death.”

“You think that’s a reason?”

“It’s a reason. Just not a very good one.”

“So what are we going to do about it? Especially because I’m sitting here warm and naked and would really rather share this oversized bathtub with you instead of fighting or feeling resentful.”

Like a spear of lightening to the brain, the word naked seemed to electrify him. Despite having stared at her, likely gape-mouthed, for the past few minutes, her acknowledgement of her nudity sent his body into overdrive. Something sharp and needy clawed at his system, raking over his nerves and setting each one buzzing.

God, how he wanted this woman. It was like the deepest hunger and the richest feast lived side by side, battling for the same moment. With her he was desperate and achy and complete and just fucking right.

Everything. All of it. Even when he was doing his level best to ruin it all.

“Maybe you can believe me when I tell you I’m going to do my very best not to be an unmitigated ass?”

Her other eyebrow joined the first one. “Only an unmitigated one?”

“For starters.”

“You want to tell me why you were?”

He absolutely did not want to tell her why, but Fender knew he owed it to her. Not because she was naked. And not because telling her would get him laid.

But because she deserved to know.

“It was the room. The view. The bed. Hell . . .” He scrubbed a hand over his head, moving on to wrap his palm against the back of his neck. “All of it. I walked in and it was like some freaking seduction scene in here. All it needed was a bearskin rug and a roaring fire, and I might as well have dug up a little Tom Jones to play on my phone.”

“But why did it bother you?”

“We’ve been going out for a few weeks. It seemed like overkill.”

Harlow’s gaze skated round the elegantly appointed bathroom. “I won’t argue with you there. Things have moved awfully fast. But we are sleeping together.”

“Sure. Yeah. I mean—”

“And I did want to spend the weekend with you.”

He shoved his hands in his pockets. He was as much at fault—likely more—for the entire debacle. He didn’t have to invite her. It would have been easy enough to make an excuse about a commitment to a crew for the duration of race weekend and how busy he was going to be and leave it at that.

But he hadn’t. Instead, he’d jumped at the chance to spend the weekend with her, then balked when the reality of that leapt up and smacked him in the face.

“I can leave if you’d like.”

“No!” He moved closer to the tub. “I don’t want that. I don’t want you to leave at all.”

“Then what do you want?”

“You.” He scrubbed that hand over his hair again, tugging at the ends as he tried to explain what he meant. “I’m glad you’re here. I wanted you here. I do want you here. I know I made a mess of it, but I want you here.”

“Then I’m glad I’m here.”

How was it possible this had found him now? He’d been rolling along, doing well enough. Was happy enough. He liked his life fine and had done a damn fine job of figuring it all out. He had a business. A great relationship with his family. He dated from time to time, enough so that he didn’t get frustrated with his own company.

And then like a bomb, she exploded in the middle of his path, destroying everything he’d come to know with an effortless flick of her wrist.

He wanted to be mad about it. Was mad on some level, but couldn’t manage to hold the thought for any length of time.

“Why us?”

The words were out, in tempo with his thoughts yet something he’d not wanted to ask.

Or, more to the point, hadn’t wanted to face.

“I have no idea.”

Where he might have expected questions or even a bit of coy disbelief, her response was vintage Harlow.

No bullshit.

“That’s comforting,” he said. “I think.”

“I don’t.”

“Why not?”

“I didn’t go looking for you, Fender. And I certainly didn’t go looking for us. But here we are. We can either embrace it, or I can go hop that bus I looked up on my phone when I managed to score some shitty cell service. I still have about an hour before it leaves.”

“Do you want to leave?”

“No, you raging idiot.” She got up then, water sloshing over the tub as she stood to her full height. “I don’t want to leave! I sat here all fucking day while you lived in your damn head, sucking it up precisely because I don’t want to leave. You get me?”

“Yeah. I do.” He dipped his eyes to the floor because it seemed obscene somehow to watch those rivulets of water trickle down her body. Especially because he wanted to touch them and lick away each and every drop.

Which he couldn’t do when she was raging at him, mad and frustrated and likely wishing she could hit him upside the head.

“So what are we going to do about it?”

He kept his gaze averted. “I don’t know.”

“You can start by looking at me.”

“Actually, I really can’t.”

For the first time, the sheer absurdity of their discussion hit him, and he began to laugh. It was wrong and likely was going to get him kicked out of the room, but he couldn’t help it.

Had he ever met anyone like her? Here she was, naked as the day she was born and driving him crazy, and all he wanted to do was scoop her up and bury his face in her neck and laugh. He wanted it nearly as much as he wanted to get naked and brand her with every inch of his body.

Which was yet another sign he’d gone well and truly off the deep end.

A smart man would call it love. Fender knew it was that and more.

He might be in love with her, but he was also well and truly fucked. And he didn’t have a single clue what to do about it.

So he kept on laughing.

* * *

Harlow stood there, the cool air from the air conditioner swirling over her wet body and doing precious little to cool the anger and frustration that coursed through her. She’d sat here all damn day, thinking about what she was supposed to do about the raging heartache she had for Fender Blackstone, and now the infernal man was here, laughing at her.

Laughing at her while she stood there naked and wet.

The seduction scene she’d imagined in her mind had devolved into a comedy routine, and all she wanted now was a robe and a pint of ice cream.

At that moment, his laughter got the better of him, and he bent over at the waist, great belly laughs wracking his body.

Make that a gallon of ice cream.

She lifted one leg over the edge of the enormous tub, doing her level best not to add insult to injury by falling, and nearly had it when she felt her entire world upended. Fender had her in his arms, his chest still shaking with laughter, as he hauled her toward the bedroom.

“What are you—” The question was cut off by his smiling mouth, his tongue doing some quick, clever work even as his chest still shook with humor.

She wanted to claw at him and hit him, but the heat that shot through her like the biggest firework in the grand finale on the Fourth of July had her kissing him back. Besides, struggling like a wet fish might cause him to drop her, and she’d hate to get a concussion.

Yeah, right, Reynolds. That’s exactly what’s keeping you in his arms and kissing him back like you haven’t seen him for a year instead of an afternoon.

Needs must, she reflected before ignoring the endlessly swirling thoughts and focusing on the strong arms that were lowering her to the bed.

“I’m all wet.”

“So?”

“So someone has to clean up after us.”

Fender settled on top of her, absorbing some of the moisture with his clothes. “Don’t worry. It’s about to get a lot hotter in here. The water will dry.”

Before she could argue or point out they were getting the bedclothes wet, he shifted his position, rolling onto his back and dragging her on top of him. “Is that better?”

“No it’s—” She was sprawled on top of him like an ungainly trout, and every time she tried to wiggle and get upright, he shifted again, keeping her off balance. “What are you doing?”

“Drying you off.”

“With what?”

“Whatever’s handy.”

It was the strangest conversation she’d ever had, adding to the oddest sexual experience she’d ever had.

“Like your T-shirt?”

“Sure.” He stopped moving, then sat up, juggling her sideways into his lap. “Which is now all wet.”

Before she could stop him, the shirt was up and off his body, landing on the floor. “That’s better, and you’re a lot drier.”

“I’m still—” Again, his mouth was on hers, and her protests were lost to him.

Deciding talk was overrated anyway, Harlow settled her hands on his shoulders, one point of stability in a physical world that kept changing. The firm play of muscles beneath her palms kept her focused, and she used her fingertips to trace the lines of muscle that covered his shoulders before she moved her hands lower and tightened her hold on his biceps.

And, oh goodness, did the man have an impressive physique. His shoulders were firm, well-honed from years of working on cars. His stomach was equally toned, the muscles of his chest descending into thickly corded ropes that lined up along the width of his midsection. She continued her exploration, running her fingers over those tightly packed muscles, their inherent strength a testament to hard work and focus.

He caught her lips once more in a kiss, his tongue sweeping between her teeth to take mastery over her mouth. She allowed it for a moment before subtly shifting the power between them, sucking against that delightful intrusion.

That wicked smile returned against her lips before he pulled back from the kiss and stared at her.

“Temptress.”

“Tempter.”

“Right back at ya.”

She lifted one of her hands to his face, the light scratch of his whiskers tickling her palm. “Make love to me.”

The dark green that had shifted through emotion after emotion grew darker with need, drawing her in as deeply as the caress of his fingers or the stroke of his tongue. The way he looked at her—more, the way he saw her—was heady in the extreme, and she felt the last, lingering vestiges of the day’s frustration vanish.

Things were new. They were trying to figure each other out. And every time either of them had more than a few minutes to think, they managed to mess things up.

It was time to take what was between them. The power of the passion that neither of them seemed able to dismiss or deny. Harlow gave herself up to that power, unwilling to think any longer.

Desiring only to feel.

He shifted her off his lap so that she lay on her back beside him. Once she was settled, he stood, toeing off his work boots, then dragging off his jeans and boxer briefs. The effect was even more intoxicating, and Harlow felt her own gaze heat as she stared at his naked body.

The gorgeous lines of muscles she’d traced over his shoulders and on down his stomach remained as powerful as her gaze drifted lower. The thin line of chest hair that traveled down the flat planes of his abdomen gave way to a more interesting thatch of hair and the long, firm thickness of his erection.

His body beguiled, for its strength and beauty as well as the amazing feelings he could draw from her, and she reveled in all of it.

Anticipated it.

And with a determination born of several hours of thinking that afternoon, she decided to take firm hold—literally and figuratively—of her advantage.

He settled in beside her and she placed her hands on his body once again, tracing that enticing line of hair. His stomach muscles contracted beneath her touch, and she nearly laughed herself. Whatever irrational mess they both made of their emotions, the time they spent in each other’s arms was anything but a mess.

It was perfect.

With that in mind, her fingers drifted lower, taking his full length into her hand. The heavy groan and hard exhale that whistled against her forehead indicated she’d gotten the situation just right, and with that knowledge, Harlow refused to give up the delights of the moment. Shifting, she used the remaining slickness on her skin to slide down his body, trailing kisses across the thick muscles of his chest and on to his stomach. She stopped briefly to roll her tongue over the edges of his belly button before blowing a cool stream of air on his skin. She kept up the enticing exploration, the lightly salty taste of his skin blending with the musky scent of their lovemaking.

The taste of him was intoxicating and, she abstractly acknowledged to herself, so unlike anything she’d ever experienced. Sex with Fender was elemental and sensual and full of things she’d never noticed before. Scents and textures she’d never taken in during prior experiences, all of which seemed to make the moments more intimate.

More intense.

More perfect.

Just . . . more.

Desperate for more, she drifted even lower, taking him into her mouth. His reaction was immediate, his hard groan matched the instant tightening of his muscles, and Harlow knew she’d scored a victory when her name drifted into the room on a breathless moan.

The quiet hours she’d spent that day—all of which had given her plenty of time to think—seemed to coalesce in that moment. The joy of being together. The beauty of what it meant to give another pleasure. The sheer rightness of the two of them reinforced all the reason she hadn’t left.

Determination to push those feelings into action filled her, and she focused on Fender. With her tongue, she traced the underside of his erection, pleased when the firm motion elicited the exact response she’d hoped. He pressed harder against her lips, lost to the pleasure and she took him deeper, adding the pressure of her fingers at the base of his cock to intensify the sensation.

When a hard moan broke from his lips she knew she’d hit her mark.

And when the hands that had lain gently against her head shifted, gripping her arms to pull her up, she knew he was as needy as she. “Harlow.”

She sensed his increasing impatience and wanted to drive him farther—harder—but lifted her head. “I don’t think we’re finished yet.”

“Then you’re not paying very good attention.”

He gritted his teeth as she used her body like one long caress, pressing herself against him, skin to skin, as she slid up to settle against his chest. “You were saying?”

“You see determined to make a point.”

“Which is?” She pressed a kiss to his neck, flicking her tongue against his pulse.

“That I really was an unmitigated ass for staying away all afternoon.”

She lifted up, planting her hands on either side of his body before seating herself intimately atop him. “If the shoe fits.”

“I think a few other things fit much better.” A frown marred his features. “Which reminds me—”

She stopped him, pressing a finger against his lips before slipping her free hand under the pillow for the condoms she’d hidden there earlier, in a moment of supreme hope. In between snagging that cell signal for the bus schedule and eyeing her recently unpacked suitcase.

“Looking for one of these?” she said.

Those lush, green eyes widened, his voice was reverent when he finally spoke. “You’re not real.”

“I’m very real. And I’m about to show you just how real I am.”

“No.” Fender lifted his hands to her face, pulling her gently down toward him. “You’re not. But that’s not going to stop me from being deeply grateful that you’re here. And that you’ve put up with me.”

He kissed her again, everything neither of them was able to say swirling in the moment with them. The teasing and tempting at an end, Harlow felt herself falling. Falling deeper for this amazing man who had no idea how to let himself go.

Falling further in love.

He took the condom from her, ripping open the packet and slipping on the protection. And then, his hands on her hips, he guided her over his body, moving inside of her with infinite strength and endless gentleness. The sensuality that had driven their lovemaking shifted, growing more urgent. More needy. The sensual pleasure of touch and taste shifted to the harder driving needs of sexual release.

And as she rose up over him, their bodies matched in a rhythm that made sense only to them, Harlow let the last embers of her earlier anger go. They had no place between them.

No place in the moment.

As the last ashes faded away, she focused on the pleasure rising between them. A fire of a different sort. One that demanded they give their all.

She rode his body, driving her own onward and upward, pleasure coalescing in every nerve ending. In everything she was.

When her release finally broke over her, Fender’s hoarse shout matched her own more breathless moan. And as they rode out the wave together, Harlow knew she’d been forever changed.

He’d marked her as his own, just as she’d marked him.

Indelibly.

Irrevocably.

Impossibly.

* * *

“Why were you laughing before?”

Fender knew the question would come—knew he was on the hook for an answer—but he was hesitant to break the light cocoon that had enveloped them for the past half hour. Neither of them had slept, but they’d fallen into those quiet moments where they sort of floated. “Can I tell you later?”

“That good?” She lifted her head from where it lay against his chest. “You’re seriously going to keep me in suspense?”

“It’s not what you expect.”

“Sheesh, you know how to draw out a moment.”

He grinned at that. “You weren’t complaining before.”

A decidedly smug smile greeted him in return. “Neither were you.”

“Nope. Not one bit.”

“Come on, Fender,” she pressed him. “I’d like to know.”

“It’s because you feel so good. Being with you. Looking at you. Thinking about you. All of you just feels so damn good.” He laid a hand over hers. “And I’m fucked.”

“What?”

She lifted her head higher, and he sensed she was going to move, so he tightened his hold. “I told you it didn’t make any sense. So hear me out, will you?”

“Fine.”

“Women like you don’t go out with guys like me.” A determined frown erased her smile, and he pressed on before she could say anything. “You want to hear this or not?”

She nodded and, her voice prim, said, “Yes, I do.”

“Nothing about us makes sense, and you know that.”

“This part makes a hell of a lot of sense to me.”

“And while I’d like nothing more than to throw a blanket over both our heads and stay here wasting away against that gorgeous body of yours, that’s not real life.”

“No.”

“So you do see what I’m saying? You and I don’t fit in real life.”

“How can we fit in some places and not others?”

How did he make her see reason? That this had all gone way too fast and way too far, and all the reasons they didn’t belong together. “I’m the sort of guy you fuck. You enjoy me for a while and move on. Go back and find yourself a nice society guy to have a family with.”

Whatever reaction he’d expected—and to be fair, he wasn’t expecting anything good—her wide eyes and deep, belly laughs wasn’t it. He’d just insulted her in the worst of ways, and she was laughing? His own bout of the jollies suddenly leaped up and smacked him in the face, and he didn’t like it.

Not one bit.

“What’s so damn funny?”

“Yo . . . you.” She only laughed harder before rolling over to hug her stomach.

“This is not funny.”

If he’d thought she was putting him on or trying to give him a taste of his own medicine, he knew he was wrong when he saw the tears rolling down her face.

“This really isn’t funny.”

“But it so is.”

She got up then, rolling off the bed to stand a few feet away. Laughter still shook her shoulders, but she managed to stand to her full height and planted her hands in fists at her waist. Dropping her voice, she mugged a serious face. “I’m the sort of guy you fuck, sweetheart. Take your pleasure and hit the road.”

She barely got through the last word before she convulsed once more in a heap of giggles. Fender wanted to be mad, but a creeping sense of embarrassment whispered up his neck, heating his skin as it continued to crawl toward his face.

“It’s not like that—”

“Oh yes it is.” She waved a hand, pasting on that dopey deep voice even as a huge grin still split her face. “Now you go on, darlin’ and find yourself a man of your station.”

“You’re just being stupid.”

“Me?” She moved toward the bed and delivered a solid smack to his upper arm. “You’re the one who started it. What the hell are you, some gigolo I’m using to service myself?” She bent even closer and pressed her lips to his ear. “News flash, cowboy. I have hands for that.”

A white-hot image of her taking pleasure at her own hands flashed through his mind, obliterating whatever it was he was going to say. Add that to his already half-assed argument, and he felt even dumber than she’d already suggested. “I’m just saying that we’re different.”

“Oh Fender.” The laughter faded, but the good humor still rode her gaze as she climbed onto the bed. “We’re just two people. I don’t care where you grew up or what you do for a living or that you like cars. And running a gallery or living on Fifth Avenue doesn’t somehow mean my life is mapped out down one specific path.”

“You can’t be that naive.”

“Sure I can. I’ve spent my life watching my mother, and I know damn well thinking there’s only one path for my life is the surest way to disappointment. She believed life was meant to be some rarefied adventure, living above everyone.”

Fender thought about the cold woman who’d made his mother’s life hell this past summer. Prim and snotty, Gretchen Reynolds had a supreme vision of her place in the world. “Seems she’s done a pretty fine job of it.”

“Hardly.”

“We’re talking about the same person?”

“Yes, we are. She’s cold and unbearably fragile, and she didn’t end up any more rarefied than anyone else. A fancy penthouse apartment and a big bank account didn’t shield her from life. Nor do those things make her a better human.”

“She makes you angry.”

“Angry, yes. But more than that, I see what she’s missing out on, and that upsets me. She’s my mother, and I love her. And somewhere inside, there’s a woman who deserves to be loved for her whole self. But she’s pushed the entire world away from her to live in this cocoon of her own making.”

He reached for her hand. “Because of your father?”

“Maybe. At first. But he’s been gone a long time, and she’s gotten worse, which means it’s her. Her inability to move on and believe she deserves something more sits on her.”

Fender thought about his mother and her lack of a personal relationship. For a long time he’d chalked it up to her being busy and caring for her family, but over the past few months, he’d begun to question that. The eyes of a child had faded to that of an adult, and the fact that his mother was spending her days alone bothered him.

He’d also seen her connection with their neighbor, Dave Maxwell. He’d wondered about it from time to time, but began wondering about it more when Dave quit coming to brunch. Something had dulled in his mother’s eyes since Dave stopped coming, and he’d caught Emma and Daphne whispering about it one day after they’d all left brunch.

Did his mother not believe she deserved something more? That a choice she’d made nearly a quarter century ago somehow had determined the rest of her life? She certainly had a full life, and he’d never put her in the same bitter category as Gretchen Reynolds, but she also had sacrificed a lot of her own personal happiness for her sons and their collective life in Brooklyn.

“So if that all means I’m naïve, then I’ll take it.”

Harlow’s words drew him back to the moment. “Laughing at me all the while.”

“Only when you act like an ass.” She pressed a kiss to his lips. “Give me a few days. I’m sure I’ll take a turn, too.”

“Why do you think that is?”

“Because love makes asses of all of us.” She resettled herself against his side, curling close, and Fender wondered if she even knew what she said.

Love.

Did she love him, too?

He wanted to ask, but he’d already delved into sensitive waters and he was loathe to rock the waves any further.

In moments, she’d fallen asleep in his arms, her breathing evening out. They lay like that for a long time while he watched through the window as daylight faded.

He knew that life existed outside the room, but he hadn’t been joking earlier. He’d have happily pulled the covers over their heads and stayed put for a good long while.

Holding at bay life and the inevitable problems back in New York, which seemed like another world.

Chapter Eighteen

The roar of forty 850-horsepower engines rose up to engulf Harlow where she was seated on the infield. The sound was impressive, and she was grateful for the hearing protection Fender had pressed on her before he went off to meet up with the crew he worked with.

They’d confirmed that he was free to enjoy the race, but both of them had been invited to spend some time in the pit. She’d encouraged him to go on, claiming that she was anxious to watch some of the race from their seats.

Which was true.

Even if she did still smart from their heated discussion on Friday evening.

“Because love makes asses of all of us.”

What had she been thinking? She’d basically confessed her feelings to him and, idiot that she was, hadn’t even really realized it at the time. It was only the day after, as they were having lunch, that she’d thought back through their conversation and realized what she’d said.

Then it all came back to her, in a jumbled, ridiculous, garbled mess.

The discussion of her mother. The weird and funny jaunt he made to martyr town, trying to convince her she needed to fall for someone else. Even the mind-bending sex had fallen to the wayside of her memories as she kept going over and over that conversation.

“Because love makes asses of all of us.”

What had she done? And why hadn’t he said anything to her?

Probably because he’s trying to skate out of a response, quickly winged back through her thoughts every time she attempted to dissect their conversation. Which was disheartening, but the thought had kept her steady company since remembering their exchange.

Harlow fought the urge to slap a hand over her forehead but reconsidered when her phone vibrated from the small purse that lay in her lap. Dragging it out, she saw a text from her mother.

I haven’t heard from you all weekend.

Harlow tapped back a reply, firm and to the point.

I believe I mentioned I was headed out of town this weekend. I’ll call you when I get back in the city tomorrow.

The small dots that indicated her mother was replying filled the bottom part of the screen before the phone vibrated again with the response.

Are you with him?

Him?

Harlow shoved her phone back in her purse at the insult.

Him?

That was Gretchen’s full encapsulation of Harlow’s relationship with Fender. The most moving, powerful experience of her life had been reduced to something tawdry. Something beneath her mother’s consideration.

Him.

Anger, dark and violent, swirled beneath her skin. Had she really been blind to this?

She’d allowed her mother her anger and her bitterness. She’d even defended and likely indulged her over the whole break-in of Landon’s business back in July, when she claimed that she didn’t mean it. When she insisted that she was still grieving, that she wasn’t fully aware of the consequences of her behavior.

But she wasn’t.

What had seemed right and respectful and necessary even, now just seemed like enabling.

And her mother’s reaction to Fender felt like betrayal.

The tap on her shoulder had her shifting her gaze, and she realized Fender had returned and stood above her. The ambient noise and his greeting were muffled by the headphones, and she took them off, looking up at him.

Fender stood beside his open seat, his hands full of food. “Hey. You okay?”

Was she okay? She didn’t feel okay, nor did she feel very calm, but she wasn’t prepared to go down that path.

Nor was she willing to tell him of the exchange with her mother, so she pasted on a warm smile and reached for the cardboard tray he held. “You’ve been busy. I thought you were going down to the pit.”

“I did that, then realized I was the bottomless pit and made a quick pit stop before heading back.” He patted his stomach. “Pit stop. Get it?”

The joke and his goofy expression weren’t lost on her. Nor was the happy, buoyant feeling that landed in her chest, chasing away the dour thoughts that lingered from her mother’s texts.

“I hope you got mustard on those hot dogs.”

He took his seat next to her and leaned close, making himself heard over the roar from the track. “Is the internal combustion engine a modern miracle?”

“Good man.”

“Hey,” he said as he reached for a hot dog. “Don’t let anyone tell you I don’t know how to feed my woman a classy meal.”

His woman.

Just a joke, she reminded herself as she studied his face. His focus had already shifted to a particularly exciting move on the track, but the words kept her company, doing battle with the mess that currently filled her head. She took a bite of her hot dog—the mustard was perfectly spread on the dog—and could only revert to her earlier thought.

The one that stood out above all others.

Love really did make asses of them all.

* * *

Louisa deadheaded a rose, her focus on the calm, steadying work. She’d had another breakfast the prior morning for the campaign and the usual brunch crowd that morning, but other than those two commitments, the weekend had been hers. She’d done her level best to go to ground, relaxing and trying to put all the conflicting thoughts out of her mind. The campaign. Fender’s father. Dave.

All of them had vied for her time and finally, fed up with her own swirling thoughts, she’d headed for the backyard and the roses. It was a job that always made her feel melancholy, the removal of one set of blooms to make room for the next. Of course, by doing it she’d have a gorgeous, late-season bloom before it got too cold, but it still always struck her as a slightly sad task.

Shaking the sadness off along with the dirt on her work pants, she dropped her shears into her gardening pocket and stretched out a few kinks. The backyard had certainly seen its changes. Although the area was small, the boys had always found a way to maximize the space, whether it was a soccer game or tossing footballs or, as they got older, bringing girlfriends out here to talk.

Or what she’d always thought of as talking and which, she’d ruefully accepted, probably consisted of some light making out, too. She’d lived with it because to ignore the fact they were growing up had always seemed pointless. They were her sons, yes. And her responsibility. And the loves of her life.

But they were young men, and to ensure they grew into good, strong, adult men, she wasn’t above them learning about how to treat a woman or how to responsibly approach a relationship. No young woman ever visited their home who wasn’t walked home at the end of the evening. And if the girl was good enough to go out with, she was good enough to come to Sunday brunch.

Her rules had been simple but, Louisa liked to think, they’d left their mark.

Nick would marry Emma in the spring. Landon and Daphne were planning their wedding now, with next August increasingly looking like the winner.

And then there was Fender.

He’d been cagey—which she’d grown to expect from him—but she knew how much he thought of Harlow. The fact he’d brought her to the Glen that weekend was a huge sign of his interest in her.

The way he looked at her was an even bigger clue.

A light rap on the back-fence door carried on the afternoon heat, and before she could register the sound, Dave stepped into the backyard. “Emily said I’d find you back here.”

“She did, did she?” Louisa avoided shooting a hairy eyeball back toward the roofline, where Emily would no doubt be watching, and gestured Dave into the yard instead. Her dear, wonderful boarder was going to be the death of all of them.

Death by embarrassment.

“Don’t blame her.” Dave kicked at a small clod of dirt on the yard. “I’m the one who asked when I talked to her through the windows.”

Through the windows. Good lord, now Emily had resorted to passing messages across the buildings?

“We missed you again this morning at brunch.”

Although their conversation the prior week didn’t produce much in the way of advancing a romantic relationship, she did think they’d managed to come to new ground. And that kiss . . .

Well, she’d hoped it had put them on new ground, even though she hadn’t taken things any further. Which had made it that much more upsetting this morning, when he hadn’t come over for his weekly fix of pancakes and bacon.

Amending her statement, she added, “I missed you this morning.”

He stood there in a blue polo and khaki shorts, his hair neatly pressed and his hands shoved in his pockets. He was still trim and fit for sixty and she marveled that she not only found him attractive, but found that the thought of touching him filled her with excitement and anticipation. And just how amazing it was that attraction and desire grew with you as you aged, instead of withering and dying like the roses.

“I almost came over. Figured I’d held out long enough. And then I just couldn’t do it.”

“Why not?”

“I’m not trying to push you, Louisa. But I also can’t understand why you seem to feel that it’s okay to wither away, not taking anything for yourself. You’re a vibrant woman, and if you don’t want me, I’ll leave you alone. But I don’t think that’s the reason for your hesitance.”

“No, it’s not.”

Did she dare reach out? Dare close the distance and take what stood before her? Was it time to deadhead her own life and take the fresh growth that was still to come?

She’d done that once before. She’d stood on the other side of a fence, at the edge of a children’s playground, and seen her future. She’d never been more scared in her life, but she’d also never known a moment of more perfect rightness than the day she made a family with Fender, Landon, and Nick.

Did she have the courage to make that kind of leap again?

“I’ve been thinking—” She stopped, pulled her gloves off and wiped her hands on her apron, before moving closer to him. “Well, I’ve been thinking about a lot of things, but particularly about what you said.”

“What I said?”

“About the past. About how long ago some choices were. About how I deserve to move on.”

“Come to any conclusions?”

Had she?

Louisa thought about the bright, vibrant young woman who’d come to see her at the pancake breakfast the prior Monday. The young woman who stood proud and tall, more than willing to address her demons and go after what she wanted.

There’d been a time Louisa had been the same.

So when had she lost that?

Oh, the core spirit was there, but she’d channeled it for so long into doing for others that she’d stopped acknowledging that maybe she deserved the same fierce commitment to herself.

To her own happiness.

She didn’t regret her decisions, and would never regret the love, attention, and devotion she’d given to her boys and the life they’d built together. But maybe it was time to expand the definition of love and devotion. Time to see where making herself happy might lead.

“I think I have.”

“And?” Dave stared down at her, those serious eyes even more solemn than normal.

In that moment, she realized it was more than her own happiness hanging in the balance. His did, too.

Extending her hand, she waited for his. “If you’d like, maybe you can come inside with me?”

Something small and hopeful flickered behind the solemn eyes. “For pancakes?”

She kept her gaze steady, unwilling to think too hard about what she was proposing. The time for thinking was over. It was time to feel. “Is that what the kids are calling it these days?”

His smile spread as he closed the distance between them, wrapping her hand in his. “I guess it is.”

* * *

“The engines are totally different. The cars we watched yesterday are crafted in labs where money is no object and production requirements are irrelevant.”

“So what you’re saying is that all those precious hours I spent in shop class would be useless on one of those engines.”

“I don’t know.” Fender’s focus hadn’t left the road as they wove their way back toward the city, but she sensed the shift in his thoughts. The way he carefully calculated and considered details. “You understand the basics of how an engine works. And you also have a keen understanding of the actual mechanics of cars. You might surprise yourself.”

“Did you have to learn special skills? To work on them?”

“I may have squeaked by in history and English, but I aced physics and shop, baby. I’ve loved engines since before I could read. The first time I got my hands on a custom engine, I thought I had died and gone to heaven.”

“Sounds like the summer in college I worked on restoring a Rembrandt. I spent the first month in a mix of stark terror I’d mess something up, and beside myself that they actually left me alone with the painting.”

“What about months two and three?”

“I told the rest of them to get lost and leave me alone with my Rembrandt.”

“I can relate. They don’t start you in the pits, but I had a chance to do some repair work on a professional engine. It was a mess after a race, and I asked if I could have a shot at it.”

“And?”

“Aced that, too.” Cocky triumph painted his face. “Aced it enough that I was invited to join the crew. I might have considered it, but I was about three weeks out from buying the shop and realized that I didn’t want to spend my life on the road.”

“No gals in every race town for you?”

“Wasn’t my style.”

Harlow had already figured that out, but it warmed her to hear him say it. Neither of them had come to the relationship without personal history, but there was something about his that smacked of discretion and respect instead of machismo and a race to carve as many notches in his bedposts as he could manage.

And yet again, she saw that layer of respect that had warmed her from the first.

“What happened to the painting when you were done with it?” He asked.

“I started what would be my Masters thesis on the painting and on the artist. And, if memory serves me well, I aced that myself.”

“Well done, gorgeous.”

“How do you do that?”

He did divert his eyes then, shifting his gaze from the road to her before doubling back. “Do what?”

“How can you make something sound sexy and appreciative all at once?”

“Um, well . . . what?”

“What you just said. Usually gorgeous is tossed around like some pet name, putting me up on a pedestal while gently patting me on the head to confirm that I won’t ever be anything more than a pretty ornament. But you say it and compliment me all at once, and it feels good.”

“Who, exactly, have you been hanging out with?”

The question was so honest—and so sincere—that she suddenly felt self-conscious. “My family. My friends. Guys I’ve dated. You know. People.”

“Jerks, if that’s what they made you feel. Or made you think.” He let out a long sigh. “But I’d be lying if I didn’t say I don’t know what you mean. I see it at the shop all the time. The couple that comes in and the man sort of handles her to get her to keep quiet, even though I can tell he knows jack-shit about an engine or cam shafts or how to check his fucking oil.”

“Mansplaining?”

“And then some. I see it at Nick’s bar, too. Every once in a while I’m close enough to listen in on a Friday-or Saturday-night flirt session. Most of the time I want to tell the woman to run for the hills.”

“Why don’t you?”

“If I thought someone was in genuine danger I’d say something. But when she’s giggling back and eating it all up in return, it’s none of my business.”

“No, I suppose it isn’t.”

Highway signs for the George Washington Bridge became visible up ahead and Harlow knew what they meant. The quiet weekend that had been just theirs was soon to be over, the bridge the pathway back into Manhattan.

Back into reality.

“People are going to wonder about the two of us,” Fender said as sun streamed in the windows, lighting his side of the car as he navigated them closer and closer to home.

“People already do wonder about us.”

“They’re going to wonder more. And they’re going to poke at it because they don’t understand it or want to understand it.”

“Do you think that’s a reason not to move forward?”

“No.” He let out a hard breath. “Maybe.”

“Is that why you keep bringing it up?” Her breath caught in her throat, and she held it there for a few beats, waiting for what he was going to say.

“When Nick started dating Emma, she was the local girl who came from Park Heights. She might have left Brooklyn after school, but her roots were there, as well as her family business.”

“Okay.”

“And Daphne is part of the fiber of the neighborhood. Her family is so entrenched in the town, they might as well name a few streets after the Rossis. Hell, someday they probably will.”

“I’m trying to follow you but am clearly missing something.”

“Even if we didn’t have history, you’re not a local girl.”

“I live about four miles away.”

“Manhattan is a different world. Hell, I don’t think I even went over the bridge into the city until I was eleven. Mama Lou decided to take us in Christmas shopping and to see the Rockettes.”

“What’s your point? That because you were insulated as a child you’re still insulated as an adult? Or that because you had a difficult childhood it needs to define the rest of your life?” When he didn’t respond, she pressed on. “Because I’m really trying to understand this block that keeps coming up every time you get scared, and I can’t figure it out.”

“I’m not scared.”

“Yeah, right.”

Several minutes passed, along with a continued barrage of overhead signs indicating the proximity of the bridge, before he finally spoke. “I’m not scared about us.”

“Then what has you so upset?”

“My father isn’t going to leave this alone. He’s not going to leave us alone.”

She’d believed this subject closed, or at least diminished over the past few days, so the fact that it was driving so much of his behavior had her reconsidering all that had happened.

The continued comparison of their lives. The references that hinted to her wealth, even though it was more than obvious that he didn’t care and that he did just fine for himself. Even the repeated references to what people would think of them together.

In a stark moment of clarity, she realized Fender didn’t care what anyone else thought.

All he cared about was what his father thought.

“What did he do to you? Not the sanitized version of the story you’ve developed over the years, but the real one.”

“Knocked me around. Treated me like shit. The usual.”

It was hardly usual, but Harlow supposed it did fit a pattern. One that the justice system and social services did their level best to handle and manage, but were too often unsuccessful at changing.

She wasn’t sure how to proceed—and knew well that she had no right to offer sympathy and compassion for something she hadn’t survived and could barely understand—but she was unable to stay silent.

“I heard something once. That some of the best people in social services were the ones who went in with their eyes wide open. The ones who didn’t think they were changing the world or saving it, but who saw a base ability to put their time and talent and energy into making the differences where they could. I read that article and thought it was a pretty shitty way to look at the world.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah. I mean, if you’re going to make it your life’s work, wouldn’t you go in with a few more dreams? A few more hopes?”

“And wait for it to get knocked away or beaten out of you, case by case?”

“Exactly. I’d rather have my hopes dashed than never have them at all.” Harlow nearly cringed as she said the words, the prim, proper “keep your spirits high at all costs” attitude likely sounding stupid and childish to Fender.

It was all too easy to keep spirits high when there hadn’t ever been anything to dash them in the first place.

“Did something change your mind?” he finally asked. “‘You thought’ sounds like past tense.”

Something had changed her mind. Life, and living, and the ongoing realization that life existed beyond the perimeter of her neighborhood, her privilege, and her wealth.

“A few months after I took over at the gallery, I caught a woman out back. We’d had an exhibit and an opening-night party, and I’d stayed late to wrap up a bit, manage a few of the bills, and enjoy a glass of whiskey in celebration of a successful event. While I was in my office, I heard a noise out the back door and went out to investigate.”

“You went out by yourself? In the middle of the night?”

His anger warmed her, even as she couldn’t resist poking back at him. “Yes, Mom, and I lived to tell the tale. I was standing with my phone in my hand, 911 at the ready and a very solid door between me and whatever was out there. I figured I could take the risk.”

“What was out there?”

“A pregnant woman, digging through the trash to get at the food we’d thrown away.”

Memories of that night came rushing back to her. Her moment of triumph as she let the last person out of the gallery and then headed back to her office to pour herself a glass of expensive whiskey. The loud crash, and peeking through the door to see the dirty woman, obviously pregnant and starving.

The image had lingered for months after, every time she thought about the vast chasm between herself and a woman who couldn’t have been that much younger than she was.

“What did you do?” Fender asked.

“I said hello and offered her a chance to come inside.”

“You invited her in? Good Lord, Harlow, how long have you lived in a major city?”

“Long enough to know how to take care of myself, and how to assess a situation where someone needs help. And this girl needed it.” She took a deep breath, the familiar tightness in her throat the same as every other time she’d thought of that young woman. “It didn’t matter, because she ran away when I tried to help. I found out a few days later she’d overdosed about two blocks away, out behind a restaurant dumpster.

“As you so eloquently pointed out, we live in a major city. And we’re exposed to pain and suffering in a way that’s very present. I live with that, knowing that people sleep without shelter a few blocks away from me. That there are those who are so strung out that they have to dig through trash cans for their next meal.”

“I’m sorry you had to see that.”

“I’m not. And I’m equally glad I got a better understanding of how the world works. I’m not going to apologize for my life or my own hard work or the gifts I’ve been given, but I’m not defined by them, and I know damn well I have to share them.” She whirled in her seat, the slowed traffic for the bridge ensuring he’d turn to look at her. “You make it sound sometimes like we’re different species. Like our experiences are so far removed from each other as to make it impossible for us to ever understand one another.”

“How can we? As you so rightly pointed out, in far more eloquent terms, my emotional cherry was popped a long time ago. I’m no different than those jaded social workers, well aware there’s no such thing as a happy ending.”

“I might have believed that once, but not anymore.”

“Then you really are the naïve girl I accused you of being the other day.”

“Even you, Fender, can’t discount what everyone else knows to be true. They all see what I do. Lady B. Mrs. Weston. Your future sisters-in-law. Your family.”

“No one knows anything.”

“Sure they do. You’re a good man. You’ve built your life by your own hand, and you’re still building it, every single day. You pull drunk kids out of cars, and you fund the local soccer team, and you flirt with women old enough to be your grandmother. You take care of people. And for reasons that are wildly out of my grasp, you chafe when anyone mentions it or even dares to notice it all.”

“Because there’s nothing to notice. Those things you seem to think are so unique? So special? They’re table stakes for a kid like me. When everyone thinks you’re going to grow up to be a fuckup like your old man, you do everything in your power to prove them wrong.”

And there it was. The ghost in his past that refused to let him out of its too-tight grip.

He might fear his father’s physical power, but it seemed like the man’s emotional power was still as strong as ever.

The massive arches of the George Washington Bridge speared into the sky above them, a grand welcome back to the city where they lived and worked.

Where they’d both grown up.

Yes, their lives had been vastly different, separated by a river and a bridge and a lifetime of experiences, but up to now Harlow had believed they could get past all of it. Yet as the last vestiges of their weekend disappeared behind them, she knew the truth. There was no hoping or believing or wishing away their differences. Nor would raw, unadulterated honesty fix what was wrong.

There was only the simple reality of two people who were never meant to have a future together in the first place.

And the untraversable river of experiences that had marked their lives since birth.

Chapter Nineteen

“You’re a good man . . .

You’ve built your life by your own hand . . .

You pull drunk kids out of cars and you fund the local soccer team and you flirt with women old enough to be your grandmother.”

Was that really how Harlow saw him?

Fender had spent enough time with her to know she believed every word, but with her arguments still ringing in his ears, he realized there was something more. She’d painted him to be something else in her mind.

Something better than he really was.

Whatever stories she’d cobbled together about him, the outcome was that she saw him as some sort of hero instead of an average guy getting by in the world.

He knew the statistics. Knew that his start in life had put him at a disadvantage Louisa Mills had worked diligently to erase. But he refused to let those statistics define him, or to take credit for something he hadn’t done.

And he was uncomfortable with the notion that Harlow saw him as something special because of it.

“We’re almost to my place.” Harlow said. She’d remained silent after his outburst, and the creeping traffic from the west side of town to the east side had made the drive seem interminable. “Would you like to come up?”

“I don’t think so.”

“I had a nice time this weekend,” she said, adding, “More than nice.”

“So did I.” Fender knew what he had to do. And he knew it sucked. “Look, this was a great weekend. And it’s been a great few weeks. But I think we need to call it.”

“Call it what?”

The question seemed legitimate until he turned to look at her and caught sight of the prim line of her mouth. “Call it. Like the end of a game. We’ve had a nice go of it, and we should go out on a high note.”

Smooth, Blackstone.

“I guess you and I have different definitions of a high note.”

He didn’t think so, but he refrained from saying anything. He’d called relationships before, and while the conversation was unpleasant, the feeling of freedom that came after was more than worth the modest amount of pain.

Only this didn’t feel modest, the ripping in his chest that had his hands gripping the steering wheel like a lifeline. Nor could he scent that whiff of freedom that usually began blowing in about this point in the conversation.

“Probably not. This weekend was good. I’m glad you got to see the race and we had fun.”

“By fun you mean fucked each other for three days?”

It wasn’t what he meant—far from it—but if she was going to give him the out, he was a bastard enough to grab for the lifeline. “Sure. Whatever.”

“So this is it? One unpleasant conversation in the car and you’re ready to cut and run?”

“Come on, Harlow. You knew this was coming. You and I aren’t a match, and our lives don’t mesh. You’re the B and B and I’m the racetrack. Nice for a long weekend, but nothing that makes a life.”

Of course, that analogy flew in the face of what Lady B. and her husband had built up in Watkins Glen, but he’d made the point and he wasn’t changing it now.

He pulled up in front of her building, a visitors’ parking space wide open in the midst of the crowded street. One more small example of the privilege she lived with. One more difference between her life and his, when he’d circle the block for an hour looking for a spot near his apartment later.

“Last time I checked, we were getting to know each other to determine if we wanted to build a life.”

Fender pushed every ounce of carelessness into his voice and kept his gaze steady on hers. “Then I guess you have my answer. I don’t think we have anything to build. Or a foundation to build it on.”

“Right. Of course.”

She reached for the door handle, but her doorman had beaten her to the punch. Fender swung out of the car, desperate to leave. To drive far away from the pain he saw in her eyes, and to get as far away from fucking Fifth Avenue as he could.

He snagged her bags from the trunk, handing them over to the waiting doorman.

One last punishing good-bye. He forced himself to come to her side of the car. Laying his hands on her upper arms, he leaned in and pressed a kiss to her cheek. The urge to linger—to apologize and beg her to disregard every jerky thing he’d said for the past ten minutes—gripped him, but he hung in there.

And he did what he had to do.

“Thanks for everything. Good-bye, Harlow.”

She said nothing. Just stepped back from his arms and headed for the front door of her building.

He watched her slip inside. Watched the sway of her hips as she strode across the marble lobby. Watched as she stepped into a waiting elevator.

It was his punishment. His penance. And when he finally rounded the car and climbed back into the driver’s seat, he knew the truth.

He was never going to see her again.

* * *

Fender had no idea what he was doing standing outside the End Zone; he only knew he didn’t want to go home. That included his apartment, his mother’s brownstone, and his shop. He wanted to be alone, but he hated every miserable fucking moment of his own company.

Which was why he found himself finally wandering into his brother’s bar after aimlessly driving around for an hour.

His fight with Harlow crossing the GWB had been a doozy. He still replayed it in his mind, choosing different words and responses, holding back what he really felt in favor of keeping the peace between them a few days longer.

And then he’d remind himself that the fucking end was coming anyway so it was just fine how it all went down, going up in flames on a national landmark.

Which was a raging, smelly piece of bullshit, but it was all he had at the moment. That and the self-righteous fear that he’d done her a favor because the moment Trent Blackstone got wind of her, it would be all over for whatever sweet illusions still lived in that gorgeous head. He was doing her a favor.

Really.

“What the hell happened to you? Most people look a hell of a lot happier after getting laid all weekend.”

Fender nearly hit Nick—he had the punch ready to go and the only thing that kept him from swinging was Landon’s quick eye and even quicker leap off his barstool. His brother grabbed him in a tight hold, his voice low and firm, like the way you’d speak to a feral dog.

“Fender. Yo, buddy. What the hell?”

Landon had surprising strength for being so long and wiry—a fact most people overlooked. Fender usually forgot too, until he had Landon wrapped around him like a fucking octopus. “Let go of me.”

“You sure you’re okay?”

He wasn’t okay, but Nick’s contrite features and quick apology went the rest of the way toward relaxing him, and Fender unfisted his hands. “I’m fine.”

“Let’s go to my office.” Nick waved someone over from the opposite end of the bar and acquiesced the stick before ducking below the nearby bar opening. It was only after they were in Nick’s office, the door firmly closed, that Fender’s brothers whirled on him.

“What’s going on?”

“What the hell, Fender?”

Fender had avoided taking a seat on the Monster, unwilling to be eaten by Nick’s oversized, overstuffed leather couch. It was that foresight that had him sprinting toward the door, dragging it open before Nick came up behind him and slapped a hand on the door, slamming it closed.

“You avoided a hit by the grace of L over here. He’s fast, but he’s not that fast.” Fender all but growled the words but, before he could blink, Nick had him back against the door, his hands locked at his sides.

Fender hated that fucking move—hated when Nick pulled out every last bit of football strength he possessed as a raging bruiser—and captured his arms at his sides. It reminded him too clearly of the early days with his old man.

And it reinforced just how fucking strong Nick Kelley really was.

Fender knew how to hold his own—had always known how to hold his own—but it was hard to hold anything when a fucking slab of beef had your arms in the equivalent of a straightjacket. “I’m giving you two seconds to get the fuck off of me.”

“And I’m giving you one to cool off and tell us what the hell is wrong with you.”

His brother’s blue eyes were filled with concern, and it struck Fender as the height of embarrassment and skewered pride to be undone by both that look and Nick’s damn linebacker stance.

“She’s gone.”

Landon had already moved up behind Nick, his dark gaze equally concerned. It was Landon who finally spoke, breaking the silence. “Where’d she go?”

“I sent her away.”

“Why?”

“She needs to steer clear of me.”

“Seems awfully shortsighted.” Nick said. “Especially since she’s the best thing that’s ever happened to you in your life.”

“What about Mom?” Fender shot back the question, well aware his brothers had as soft a spot for Mama Lou as he did.

“That includes Mom, which is saying a whole hell of a lot.”

“Things weren’t working out, and it was just mean and nasty to prolong the inevitable.”

“The inevitable what?” Nick shot his attitude right back at him. “The inevitable moment when you shove your head back up your ass?”

Fender wanted to fight. Wanted to lash out and pummel whatever he could get underneath his fists. But even as the haze of anger beat in his veins, narrowing his vision so that all he focused on was his brother, Fender knew it wasn’t the answer. It had never been the answer, and walking into the End Zone to pick a fight wasn’t going to fix his problem.

“Why’d you send her away?”

“You know my father. He can’t know about her. The moment he gets a load of what she’s got? He’ll never crawl back into the hole he crawled out of.”

“What has you so convinced he’s going to do something?” Landon asked. “Daphne said they’ve had patrols on your garage, around town. The cops are paying attention, and your father hasn’t shown his face. What are you so worried about?”

Something small feathered over his spine. It was a whisper of hope that his father really had crawled back into the hole he’d come out of. Before he could let the hope take root, Fender pushed it away. He hadn’t laid eyes on his father yet, but there was no way Trent was leaving Park Heights without making his intentions known. “Then he’s gone to ground. He came back for a reason. I’m not looking to give him any more.”

Landon shook his head. “This is crazy talk. What do you think he’s going to do to her? What could he possibly do to her with all of us around?”

“Landon has a point. Trent’s a small-time thug, and he’s been out of the local game for a long time.” Nick’s shoulders had relaxed and he’d taken up his usual spot—perched on the edge of his desk—even as his gaze stayed wary. “You really think he can pose a major threat?”

Fender knew his brothers meant well, and he wanted to believe them. He’d been through the same arguments over and over in his mind, trying to find holes. But no matter how he twisted and shifted the scenarios, he came back to the same answer over and over.

“I think he’s back for a reason. And I think I’m all twisted up like a fucking old lady for a reason. And I think it’s only a matter of time until he shows his hand.”

“And then what?” Landon asked.

“Then I deal with it.”

“You mean we deal with it,” Nick was quick to add, his shoulders stiff with frustration. “We do it, Fender.”

“Yeah, right.” Fender wasn’t a liar. But in that moment, he sure as hell wasn’t going to tell his brothers the truth.

He planned to deal with Trent Blackstone in his own time and in his own way. And he didn’t need their help to do it.

* * *

Harlow finished tossing the last of her weekend clothes into the washing machine when the doorbell rang. The fact that her doorman hadn’t called up indicated it was her mother or her brother. She briefly considered guessing which it was, but knew the guess wasn’t necessary.

And when she opened the door to find Gretchen on the other side, she acknowledged that she got it in one.

“When did you get home?”

“Hello, Mother.” Gretchen breezed through the door and Harlow closed it behind her. “It’s lovely to see you.”

“Don’t be cheeky.”

“Then don’t pretend that you’re here to welcome me home.”

God, how had it gotten like this so quickly?

She had no interest in having a relationship with her mother defined by animosity and so much hostility they could barely be civil to one another. Taking a deep breath, Harlow followed Gretchen down the hall to the living room and forced herself to be polite. “Did you have a nice weekend?”

“It was fine.”

No animosity. No animosity. No ani—

“And you?” Gretchen pointed toward the race program sitting on the table. “That’s where you were this weekend?”

“Yes. Fender and I went up to Watkins Glen for race weekend.”

“Did you enjoy it?”

“I did, thank you.”

Gretchen picked up the booklet, then tossed it back onto the table. “Is he here?”

“He has a name. And no, Fender isn’t here.”

Nor was he coming back.

She wanted to scream the words, the way they’d been pounding through her mind for the past two hours, since he dropped her home. She wanted to go backward and change the car ride back to the city. Wanted to change her questions and her dogged pursuit of answers.

She wanted him back. And the quiet idyll of their weekend away.

It hadn’t been perfect. She’d known that the moment he’d headed off to the track without her on Friday afternoon. But they’d worked through it. Had talked over their issues and found common ground.

Or so she’d believed.

How disappointing to realize just how wrong she’d been.

“So the man took you away for the weekend, then just dropped you off like baggage?”

“What would you prefer? To have had me disregard your knock because we were having wild monkey sex around the apartment?”

“Don’t be crass, Harlow.”

“Then enough with the attitude, Mother. For God’s sake, the queen of England would find less fault than you are. If you have something to say to me, say it. I think we passed formality and tossing upper-crust shade at each other years ago.”

Something determined fired deep in her mother’s gaze, and Harlow nearly sent up a cheer.

Finally!

Perhaps they’d get somewhere far more interesting than the brittle posing her mother seemed insistent on. Maybe they’d even get to a real conversation, where she could connect with the woman she knew was buried deep underneath those angry layers.

“Fine.” Her mother let out a heavy breath. “You want to discuss this, let’s discuss this. I don’t see why you feel it necessary to date that man. Why you think it’s acceptable to flaunt your father’s indiscretions in my face?”

“I’m doing no such thing.”

“You are if you think that dating the son of the woman he cheated on me with isn’t rubbing my nose in it.”

She wanted to be mad. With everything she was, Harlow wanted to lash out at her mother for the unfairness of it all.

Only on some level, she knew Gretchen was right.

It was hardly fair to get mad at her mother for finally voicing her feelings. From her and Fender’s very first meeting a few weeks ago in her office, Harlow had known that attraction to him was misguided, and that pursuing anything at all—even a mild flirtation—was dangerous.

Dangerous to her heart, and to her equilibrium.

And a choice that had consequences to her family. Did she regret her choices? Not in the least. Was she grown up enough to understand those same choices hurt her mother?

Yes.

She’d known it all—could practically see the consequences in her mind’s eye whenever she’d toyed with the idea of dating him—and yet she’d gone and done it anyway.

“Well, you needn’t worry any longer.”

“Why’s that?”

“Fender and I are no longer seeing each other.”

“Why not?” Gretchen’s gaze grew sharp, her mouth turning down in a frown. “Is the man blind? You’re the best thing that ever happened to him.”

The one-eighty was startling, but the outright shock that painted Gretchen’s face was the real surprise. “Are you listening to yourself?”

“Yes, and I know exactly what I’m saying. It’s one thing for you to end the relationship out of kindness to me. It’s quite another to be . . .” Her mother’s frown deepened, “dumped.”

“I wasn’t—” She broke off at that, the hot, bitter tears welling in her eyes. “He did dump me.”

Gretchen pulled her close, her arms warm as they wrapped around her. “I’m not going to say I’m sorry for it. But I am sorry you’re hurt.”

If it didn’t hurt so badly, Harlow might have laughed at her mother’s need to clarify. As it was, all she could do was stand there and take what little comfort she could from the one person on earth who was pleased she was no longer dating the cause of her heartbreak.

“Did he tell you why?” Her mother’s voice was gentle, her tone soothing as she stroked Harlow’s hair.

“He said we’re too different. That our backgrounds are too far apart.”

“He’s not wrong about that.”

Harlow pulled back from the embrace and wiped at the hot tears on her cheeks. “Really? You’re going to be a snob now?”

“It’s not snobby to acknowledge the truth. You don’t have to agree with it, but your lives are different. To ignore that is as shortsighted and as narrow-minded as that man is being.”

“That doesn’t mean our differences are insurmountable.”

“No.” Her mother shook her head. “But it does mean it takes even more work than relationships normally do.”

The urge to argue was strong, but so was the pervasive sense of sadness that had covered Harlow like a blanket the moment she’d walked into her apartment. There had been such an overwhelming sense of finality to her exchange with Fender in the car. Like he’d made up his mind and that was all there was to the matter.

It was infuriating. And hurtful. And the culmination of his behavior for the past week.

Ever since the night they made love for the first time—the night he’d come over to tell her he wanted nothing to do with her—he’d managed the boundaries of the relationship. Could she honestly say she wanted to be with someone who had so little care for her needs and opinions?

So little acknowledgment of her feelings in everything that had happened?

She’d spent the past few weeks amazed and impressed by his chivalry. How disappointing to realize that same sense of chivalry hid a man who was unable to truly share the load.

She wanted a partner, damn it, not someone who couldn’t see her strength, or her commitment, or her ability to care for herself. He consoled himself with the idea that their differences were the driving force behind his behavior. Or his father’s re-emergence in his life.

But all it really meant was that he wanted to make the rules. Well to hell with that.

Her mother gestured toward the couch. “Are you feeling better?”

“No.”

“I suppose that’s the way of it.”

The past months with her mother had been exceptionally hard, and Harlow considered all those moments of frustration. “What suddenly changed your mind, and what have you done with my mother?”

“No one hurts my baby.”

“Is that all?”

“Isn’t that enough?”

Harlow wanted to believe her mother. But Gretchen had shown willful determination throughout the summer to work against an agenda that lived only in her head. Was it possible she’d changed her tune that quickly because of seeing her child suffer? Or was something else at play?

“Forgive me if I’m not quite ready to buy the change of heart.”

Gretchen shrugged. “I have nothing to hide.”

As answers went it didn’t amount to much, but Harlow was suddenly so tired, she realized it didn’t matter. She was tired of questioning and trying to figure it out. More, she was tired of feeling so many feelings that had been disregarded by Fender as easily as the empty food wrappers they’d disposed of at the Glen.

She wasn’t disposable, nor were her emotions or the way she felt about him. And whatever his outward behavior suggested, she knew Fender didn’t see the world that way.

So how did she make him see reason?

And if she couldn’t, how was she going to live without him?

* * *

The three beers he’d had with his brothers did nothing to take the edge off, but Fender was smart enough to know he wasn’t getting in his car, either. He’d gotten to the End Zone early enough to get a spot in Nick’s small parking lot, and the bonus of being brother to the owner was that he didn’t risk a tow.

“You only had one beer. You driving me home?” He eyed Landon across the expanse of Nick’s office.

“Yeah. I have a big presentation tomorrow, hence the responsible routine. I’ll give you a lift.”

The temptation of another beer was great, but Fender tamped it down. He had a fridge full at home, and since he was miserable company in public, he might as well be equally miserable in private. Plus it would get him out of the way of his brothers’ knowing gazes.

What had started out as a bitch fest had quickly morphed into a strategy session, and he didn’t like it. Trent Blackstone was his problem, and he’d be damned if he wanted Nick or Landon poking around in that mess. Nick had a great business going, between the End Zone and what he and Emma were building at the Unity Brewery. They didn’t need to get on the radar of any small-time thugs in the neighborhood.

And Landon was hooked up with a cop. Fender appreciated the extra attention the NYPD was placing on his father’s return to the neighborhood, but Landon needed to stay far away from the nastier specifics of Trent’s choices. The last thing Landon’s decorated detective and soon-to-be wife needed was having her fiancé take a run at someone so not worth his time.

Nope. He’d handle this on his own, despite his deepest gratitude that his brothers had his back.

Just like always.

Fender dragged his bags from his trunk, then shoved everything into Landon’s SUV before climbing in himself. Geez, even the car had the reminders of Daphne in it, with a lipstick rolling in the cup holder and a pink phone charger sticking out of the cigarette lighter. “Nice charger.”

He offered the comment up as a lame attempt at humor and only got his brother’s large, dopey grin in return. “Daphne likes pink.”

“And she’s branded herself all over your car. I’m guessing that’s not your shade of lipstick,” Fender pointed toward the small cylinder in the cup holder. “I’m also guessing that’s not your tutu I saw in the backseat, when I put my bag back there.”

“Daphne’s niece. We drove her to ballet on Saturday.”

“Just so long as it’s not yours.”

Landon’s good-natured laugh couldn’t break through the thick heartache that had accompanied Fender since his car ride with Harlow, but it did go a long way toward lightening his spirits a bit. His brother had always been good for a laugh, and the easy camaraderie was appreciated more than Fender could say.

“You want me to come up?” Landon asked a few blocks from Fender’s apartment. “I’m hungry, and I wasn’t in the mood for one more round of fried food at Nick’s.”

“He does serve salads.”

The finger gesture in response was swift and immediate. “You know what I meant.”

“Yeah. Sure.” Although he had planned on some time alone, the offer of dinner with his brother would keep him occupied for a few more hours, and Landon wasn’t quite as bloodthirsty as Nick. With the proper nudge, he’d likely get his brother off discussions about going after Trent. “Swing by the corner and we can get a couple of gyros at Zorba’s.”

Landon did as he asked, and Fender ran in for the food. Stefan was always good for a quick meal, and the man had the gyros made and wrapped in barely five minutes. Fender snagged the paper bag, the warm scents of lamb and pita rising up to greet him.

“Smells good,” Landon said before executing an impressive K-turn to back into a spot in front of Fender’s building.

“Hey,” Fender remembered, “How’d the zombie pitch go? It was this morning, wasn’t it?”

“It went well. And they’re interested.” Landon’s grin lit up the car as he put it into park. “Very interested.”

Fender kept his own smile high, but a shot of remorse lasered through him, gutting him as cleanly as the zombies. “You should be out celebrating.”

Landon tapped the bag before he pushed out of the SUV. “Looks like I am.”

Fender ignored the gratitude that pricked the back of his eyes, suspiciously like tears, and snagged the bag of food and his duffle from the back of the car. The scents of warm food wafted up toward him as he headed for the door. He was more than ready to shake off the day with dinner, a few more beers, and whatever ball game he and Landon could dig up on the TV. And he wanted to hear all about the zombie pitch.

It was a good plan—a fine plan—even if it didn’t include Harlow. And it all came crashing down the moment Fender walked through his front door.

“Fuck me.”

“What?” Landon nearly ran into him before stopping short. “What’s the problem?”

“Son of a fucking bitch.” The words tore from Fender’s throat and seemed to echo in the small entryway of his apartment. “Someone’s been here.”

“Who?”

“I’ll give you one guess.”

Chapter Twenty

Fender paced the living room. The baseball game was turned on low. The noise was a steady din—he heard none of it beyond a persistent hum—but it was nice to have the company as Daphne stood at his kitchen counter and called in the situation.

He and Landon had made quick work of checking out the apartment, but it was empty. His father wasn’t there, but his stamp was imprinted on every damn inch of the place, including the case of beer he’d guzzled out of the fridge. A full case, as evidenced by the empty cans he’d left in a garbage bag by the sink.

It was the garbage bag that really stuck in Fender’s craw. It wasn’t bad enough his father had broken in, but those fucking cans were proof of just how long he’d spent in the apartment, making himself at home. Living off his son like a leech.

Daphne tapped the face of her phone and pulled out the earbuds she’d used to make her calls. “I’m really sorry about this, Fender.”

“No one saw him?”

She shook her head. “No one. The super will be up in a bit to change the locks, and the uniforms are going to canvas the building and surrounding areas to see if anyone saw him, but he laid low all weekend.”

“Yeah, I figured that based on the beer.” Fender had also checked out his depleted fridge and freezer and the bowls still in the sink, and he knew he’d had company all weekend.

The anger that had ridden him throughout the afternoon sparked again, only instead of frustration at his own actions toward Harlow, he now had a ready outlet with his father. He’d been expecting the old man to come nosing around at work. He’d even braced for the possibility of a showdown at one of Mama Lou’s events. But to shack up in his apartment all weekend?

Feelings he’d believed long buried curled in his stomach, curdling there like sour milk. Ever since Nick had filled him in and let him know Trent was back, Fender had fought the subtle, insidious feeling of his past encroaching in on him. Closing in around him with thick, insurmountable walls.

There was only one person on earth who had the power to make him feel that way, and it was Trent Fucking Blackstone, Park Heights’s leading candidate for father of the year.

“You want to bunk at my place?” Landon stood beside him, right where he’d been Fender’s entire life. Or the years of his life that counted.

“Nah. You and Daph—” Before he could get the words out—could deny just how badly his skin crawled and how much he wanted out of his own goddamn home—Landon had him pulled close, in a tight hug.

“It’s going to be okay. We’re going to find him and do something about him.”

Once again, Fender was forced to admit his brother might be long, wiry and deceptively lean, but he was strong and solid, too. “Thanks, L. But he’s mine to deal with.”

Landon’s arms tightened before he added a solid smack on the back of Fender’s head. “We’re brothers, you asshole. You’re not dealing with this alone. Nor are you a ten-year-old kid trying to stay off his radar. We’re going to handle this. You don’t have to go it alone.”

So how did he explain that he did have to go it alone? That the same forces that had shaped him had made him absolutely certain his father would make problems for those Fender loved. Trent Blackstone was a miserable bastard with a mean streak like a snake, and once he got his teeth in something he didn’t let go.

“It’s like I’ve been marking time, you know?” His throat was raw, but suddenly it was deeply important to get it out. To rid himself of the words. “Like no matter what I’ve done, or what I’ve worked to build, all it took was a flick of his wrist and my father managed to tear it all down.”

“I know.”

And Landon did know. His rediscovery of his birth mother around the same time he’d met Daphne had stirred up feelings that had nearly busted them up before Landon had figured out how to deal with all of it.

Before he’d found a way to live with his past.

In L’s case, it was learning to live with his mother’s poor decisions that had spilled over onto him. Since she’d gone straight and worked to clean up her life, she’d begun to rebuild all the damaged pieces, and Landon was a part of that. But his mother wasn’t violent, mean, or ill-tempered. She wasn’t a thief, and she didn’t carry around a vendetta.

Trent Blackstone did.

“We’ve got your back, Fender. Whatever your father is planning, we’ve got you. He’s not going to succeed.”

Fender fought returning to that place in his mind where he’d buried memories of his father. The crappy, rundown apartment across town that still lived in his memories and reached up to claw at him in nightmares every now and again. The fists that had bunched and pummeled when he did something wrong. And the snake-mean words that had consistently told him what a burden he was and what a little shit he’d turned out to be.

He fought it with all he had.

But even he knew, sometimes the best of fighters lost. And the knockouts were often the punches you never saw coming.

* * *

Heavy metal throbbed out of the back of the garage, which meant Junior Timmons had won the toss that morning. His guys, along with Annie, had a system for deciding what went on the radio. A complicated mix of gambling, rock-scissors-paper, and an occasional plea for mercy when three days in a row of anything had begun to chafe against the best of spirits, dictated what they played on the satellite radio at Blackstone’s Auto Body.

Personally, Fender preferred his rock a bit less death-metally, but he’d get by.

Fender called a quick meeting of his staff, going over and over in his mind what he wanted to say. In moments, everyone who was in that day had surrounded him in one of the bays, one of them thoughtful enough to turn down the radio before joining the team huddle.

“I appreciate you all holding down the fort while I was gone.”

“That was a great race this weekend,” Junior piped up from the back.

“It was,” he agreed, swallowing around the tightness in his throat. “So look, something happened over the weekend.”

Gathering his thoughts, Fender took a deep breath and pushed through it. The details of his father’s return. A description of Trent as best as he knew it. And a recounting of the break-in and subsequent holiday his father had spent squatting in his apartment.

“I need you to be alert, and don’t feel you need to engage him.”

His crew nodded their agreement, and every one of them was understanding and encouraging, offering their support as they walked back to their various jobs around the garage. Which left Annie Foreman as the last one who lingered.

“Boss? Do you have a minute?”

“Sure.”

Annie motioned toward an alcove off the main garage, which housed their fridge and small kitchen area. Fender had known Annie for a long time and had never seen her upset. But the quivering lip and tear-filled eyes were impossible to miss.

“Annie? What’s wrong?”

“I’m the reason your dad broke in.”

“Of course you’re not.”

Tears continued to fill her eyes, spilling over as she shook her head. “It’s true. He was in here on Friday, and I met him and talked to him. I was the one who told him you weren’t around all weekend.”

“But Annie, this isn’t your fault.”

“Sure it is. If it weren’t for my big mouth, he’d never have gone to your place. I saw Barbara trying to shake him off at the front desk and thought she was messing with a customer, like how she can get with her snooty attitude. And then when he said he was your dad, I saw a bit of resemblance. And then I ran my big mouth.”

Fender comforted her for a few more minutes, piecing together what must have happened after Trent visited the garage on Friday. Annie had given him the details of race weekend, and his father had done the rest. The busted locks and garbage at his apartment told the rest of the story.

Once he finally managed to console Annie and assure her that her “big mouth” wasn’t responsible for anything, he made a quick call to Daphne. The news in return—that Trent still hadn’t been sighted—only added to his building anger.

He’d believed that he’d gone through every emotion the day before, so it was humbling to realize there were a whole host of them he hadn’t experienced yet. All along with a ferocious wrath that burned in his blood and pushed him toward a desperate desire to act.

Underpinning it all was the continued ache that he’d sent Harlow away. Even in the midst of all the bullshit with his father, she still found a way into his thoughts.

And his heart.

* * *

Harlow worked her way through the day, focused on the mental equivalent of putting one foot in front of the other. She diligently worked through her to-do list, checking off one item after the next. That sort of productivity would normally make her feel like an accomplished ass-kicker, but today, it was just a glum reminder of the fact that she had nothing better to do.

No dinner dates to get to. No plans to rush home for. And not one single outreach from Fender.

Although their discussion in the car and all that had come after had seemed horribly final, somewhere around three that morning she began to wonder if they could find their way past it. He’d been surly at dinner the week before and gotten over it. And Friday afternoon had been the same. Things were new between them, and they’d moved fast.

Maybe he was just processing things, her three A.M. self whispered.

Only things hadn’t gotten better in the bright light of day. Nor had he called. Or texted. Or emailed.

Or just come by.

She toyed with marching over to Brooklyn to do it herself, but something held her back. The self-righteous indignation that had carried her through her conversation with her mother and on into the night had faded, replaced with the finality of Fender’s choices.

He had dumped her.

And that hurt, way down in the places she avoided looking at too deeply. Fender’s rejection now lived alongside her father’s, Kincaide Reynolds’s extracurricular activities as much a betrayal of his family as they were of his marriage. Those rejections lived beside the expectations of others, who believed her interest in art was frivolous and simply a pastime until she found a husband.

All of it sat uncomfortably atop her own thoughts about herself. That she’d spent her life preparing for it to start, and maybe the sad truth was that it already had. And what she had to show for it was empty, vapid and unsatisfying.

* * *

Fender plowed through the paperwork that had piled up over the weekend. Barbara had already taken the deposits to the bank, but he still had to process invoices from some of his vendors, and reorder any needed inventory. He went through the motions, the usual satisfaction he took from being a business owner nowhere in sight as he slogged through each page.

Landon had been on his ass to automate, and he’d taken a few steps in that direction, but maybe he needed to do more. Maybe the mind-numbing focus he’d need to change gears and redo his business was just what he needed. Or fuck the automation. He’d been eyeing a sweet GTO that was going up for auction in a few weeks. The car needed a shit-ton of work and restoring it to its former glory would give him something to focus on.

Something that wasn’t Harlow.

“Look at you, my boy. A businessman in Brooklyn.”

The scent of cigarette smoke hit him seconds before the scratchy voice. Fender glanced up; a lifetime’s worth of anger and pain and grief stood in his office doorway. A million ways to play the scene flitted through Fender’s mind, but he ultimately opted for keen disinterest. “Heard you were back in town.”

The darkness that hooded Trent Blackstone’s gaze—and the clear disappointment he’d not gotten a rise out of his son—gave Fender the boost he needed, and he added another jab before his father could speak. “Saw you were back in town, come to think of it. With the shit-ton of garbage you left in my kitchen, it was hard to miss the news.”

Trent did grin then, the harsh, craggy lines of his face grooving deep. “I could hardly make a sound around the neighbors by trying to dump out the trash, now could I? Plus, I figured it made for a nice calling card.”

“Fuck you.”

“Always were an eloquent little shit.”

Trent dropped his cigarette on the ground and stomped it under his boot before taking the chair opposite Fender’s desk. He propped his feet up on the edge of the scarred wood, the dark stain of ash still riding the tip of one boot. “Neighborhood’s changed.”

“You’ve been gone from it a long time.” Refusing to pull any punches, Fender pressed on. “Why are you back?”

“Man’s not welcome in his hometown?”

“What were you expecting, a parade?”

“Maybe.” Trent shrugged. “Maybe not. This town always was a piece of shit anyway. I was happy the day I got the fuck out of here.”

“Where’ve you been?”

“Few places. Better places than this shit hole.”

Fender doubted it, but he remained quiet, strangely curious to hear where his father had been all this time.

“Spent the last few years in Ohio. Lots of work there. Texas before that. Oklahoma before that.”

“A rolling stone.”

“Man’s gotta make a living.” Trent twisted in his chair, his gaze roaming over the cars up on the lifts, visible through the window of Fender’s office. “You’re making one here.”

“I get by.”

“That’s a BMW 8 series up on the lift. Don’t bullshit me, boy. You do more than fine.”

Fender had done more than fine, and he was proud of it. He took something he loved—a personal passion—and channeled it into his life’s work. And he’d be damned if he was letting his asshole father come in here and taint it. “We’ve caught up long enough. What do you want and what is it going to take to get you the hell out of town?”

Trent pulled his feet off the desk, dropping them to the ground with a thud before he leaned forward toward. The move was threatening and vintage Trent, but Fender saw it in a different light.

The eyes of a child had given way to the eyes of a man. And the aging, skinny shell of the man across from him didn’t hold nearly the power that he used to.

“Seems you could show a bit more respect to your father.”

Fender stood then, pushing back hard on his chair so that it slammed into the wall. “Seems like you could get a fucking clue about where you’re not welcome.”

Trent came to his feet as well, his sneer the only advantage he had. “Always were an ungrateful little bastard.”

“Yeah, well, I learned from the best. And I want you the fuck out of here. Out of my garage. Out of my life. You’ve spent the last fifteen years in a hole. Go crawl back into it.”

* * *

Trent rapidly calculated the angles, reluctantly impressed at Fender’s outburst. If he weren’t so goddamn desperate, he might actually be proud of his son. He’d spent his life messing up sniveling little assholes who couldn’t pay up on a debt, or who’d buried their lives in the bottom of a bottle and now needed to pay the mortgage, and not one of them had ever done anything but beg. It made a man feel big.

Powerful.

But standing there, watching his son stand tall . . . Hell, if he weren’t in such dire straits, he might be tempted to hug the little shit.

He’d raised an ass kicker.

“Look, all I need is a bit of blunt, and I’ll get out of your life.”

Fender stood, coming around his desk to stand by the door. “You get nothing.”

Trent eyed the BMW once more, rapidly cycling through his options. The whole trip back to Brooklyn had been a crap idea and he needed to get out. His contacts had all died or gone to jail, the new guys running the neighborhood didn’t have any respect for the way things worked, and even women were hard to come by. Before leaving Ohio he’d toyed with moving to Florida permanently—a guy he knew ran numbers down in Hialeah and needed a bruiser—but he’d had some romantic notion of coming home.

Fuck that.

He needed some cash to get set up and settled, and he could build a nice life for himself in Florida. The state might be a fucking swamp, but he’d never be cold.

Bright side.

“You’re doing well. Least you could do is give the old man a piece of it.”

“Why?” Fender cocked his head, his stare dead on. Trent remembered those eyes. Fender’s mother had them, too. That crazy, crystal green, and direct as a gun to the head. He’d never known what she would do and, for a while, he’d found that unpredictability sexy. He got over it real quick when she ran off and left him with the kid.

“Why what?”

“Why should I help you?”

“Because I’m your father.”

“You’re really not.”

Something about the casual response, coupled with that dead-eyed stare, pissed Trent off. Yeah, he was desperate. And he needed the money more than he could say.

But he’d be damned if he was going to take that shit.

“Never did know your place. You’ll show me some respect.”

“When hell freezes, old man.”

Just like that, he was back in the old apartment he’d shared with the kid. Little shit needed to learn some manners.

Some respect.

The present folded in on the past, and Trent moved before he could check the impulse. He leaped around the narrow space of the desk, dragging at Fender’s shirt collar. He had a good grip and managed to pull the kid forward, slamming a fist into his stomach. That was the last solid punch he got before his hands were trapped against his sides, held tight so he couldn’t move.

Fender kept on moving, the hard strength of his hold matched to the force of his motions, and Trent stumbled forward as Fender slammed him into the wall. His cheek rubbed against painted concrete as he struggled against the hold.

“Let me go.”

“Listen well, old man. You’re going to leave here, and you’re going to get the fuck out of Park Heights. I don’t care where you go or what you do, but I want you gone.”

“You need to learn some respect.”

“I don’t think so.” That hard grip tightened another fraction. “It’s your turn.”

Trent said nothing, just stood there breathing hard and trying to figure out what he was going to do. Unbidden, the memory of that campaign pamphlet in Fender’s kitchen came back to him.

Along with an idea.

As it took shape and grew, Trent knew how he’d get his money so he could hightail his ass to Hialeah. And he’d get to give his kid one more lesson in the process.

On who was really boss.

Chapter Twenty-One

Gretchen glanced at the folded paper in her hands once more as she checked the address. She’d given the details to the driver, but for some reason, reading and rereading the paper made the unfamiliar landscape easier to watch through the car window.

Brooklyn.

She’d lived in New York her entire life and could count on one hand—likely three fingers, really—how many times she’d come to the borough. Driving through on a trip somewhere didn’t technically count. And the one time Kincaide had gotten them lost driving home from Kennedy Airport didn’t count either.

This was where her daughter had been coming. And this was where the man she loved came from. Where he made his life and his home.

Something had clicked the other night with Harlow, whether Gretchen wanted to admit it or not. Something had yanked her from the grief and anger and pain that had suddenly descended on her a few months ago.

The memories of Kincaide—the ones she’d managed to keep locked away, unwilling to pull them out or think about them—had finally had their vengeance. The choices she’d made. The willingness to stay in a bad marriage. Even the mental pedestal she’d placed him on since his death.

All of it had come crashing down.

Those memories of Kincaide had twisted over and around her personal unhappiness at the possibility of facing the rest of her life alone. She’d not dared to mention it to any of her friends—their lunches were about polite conversation, discussions of the grandchildren she didn’t have but longed for, and their latest home-decoration projects. They didn’t discuss things like disillusionment, regret, or anger.

Ever.

She’d managed on with her life—or convinced herself she had—but it had all come to a head as she held her weeping daughter in her arms. How humbling to realize that all she’d refused to put into words had taken their toll on Harlow, too.

Yes, it was painful to think about facing the child of Louisa Mills regularly. It was more painful to consider her daughter might lose her chance at happiness.

The driver slowed at the corner and turned to face her. “Here’s the address you requested. The Park Heights Senior Center.”

“Thank you.” Gretchen sat still for a moment longer, gathering herself through a quick application of lipstick before she climbed out of the car. It was time to apologize.

And time to see that her daughter had a shot at the happiness she so deserved.

* * *

Harlow scribbled a few notes as she played with the palate of filters and dimmer switches they had built electronically into the gallery lighting system. She wanted a certain mood for the next exhibit—something diametrically opposite from Johnson’s show—and the lighting would play a huge part in that.

She’d been at it for an hour and still hadn’t found the lighting cues that she was going for. Johnson’s work was dark and whimsical, but her next artist focused heavily on the use of rich oils, and Harlow wanted the exact right angle of light to highlight the pieces.

“Harlow.”

Jennifer walked over, her Friday flats hitting the floor silently as she walked. “We just got a strange ping on the car-service account.”

“Neither of us have taken a car for a few weeks.”

“That’s my point. Someone went to Brooklyn on our account this morning.”

“Where?” A sinking feeling hit her stomach, and Harlow fought the rising anger.

“The Park Heights Senior Center.”

“Shit.” Harlow handed the small, handheld console over to Jennifer. “I need to go.”

“Want me to call you a car?”

“Nope. A taxi will be quicker.”

As she ran to her office to get her purse, Harlow couldn’t quite get the past the strange turn of events. She’d spent the past few days debating if she should or shouldn’t to go Brooklyn. She’d opted to keep to her side of the bridge, and it was her mother, of all people, who was going to get her to cross to the other side.

* * *

Louisa smiled at the older couple and waved as they turned to leave. She’d known Clyde and Jane Roosevelt since the boys were small, the couple good friends with Turner and June Monroe. She hadn’t seen them since June’s funeral a few years before and it was good to catch up.

It was also a good reminder that there were many people in Park Heights pulling for her. People who encouraged her bid for borough president. Yet another shot in the arm that she was making the right choice.

Like Dave.

He was the right choice. And one she’d spent the past few days wondering why she’d taken so damn long to make. The time they’d already spent together had been amazing and more than she had even expected it could be. The long walks, the conversation and the sex—God, it had been so long since she’d had that in her life. The past few days had been a spectacular end to that dry spell.

It had also shown her that her stubborn insistence on ignoring that part of her life had been far more shortsighted than she realized.

The companionship was good. The connection with another soul even better.

While she had no interest in getting ahead of herself, it was funny to juxtapose the early, tentative stage of her relationship with Dave to the older couples she’d come to expect at these events. There was a pattern, Louisa knew, and a dynamic she’d come to recognize. There were a certain number of folks who wanted to come up at the end of the session and talk. Some were content to sit at the back. And some enjoyed taking the mic during the question-and-answer period.

Whatever the style, the discussions had given her an opportunity to hear the real situations people were dealing with, and the genuine hope they had that a public official could make a difference in their lives.

With thoughts of Dave and their coffee date, where she was heading next, singing in the back of her mind, she gathered up her things and headed for the main office. After handing in the lavaliere microphone and thanking the director who helped set up the event, Louisa headed for the exit. Emily spent a fair amount of time at the senior center, and Louisa liked seeing the way the place functioned as both community center and entertainment area. Laughter echoed down the hall, and positive energy filled the building.

Which made the quick shot of perfume and the crisply dressed woman standing at the exit stand out. If it were just the white slacks and black sweater set, that would have been enough. But the subtle disdain that carved the woman’s lips into a frown was the real indication she didn’t belong.

Or that’s what Louisa told herself.

In reality, perhaps it was the simple fact that a ghost from her past stood between her and the door.

“Gretchen.”

“Louisa.”

The slightest nod was all she got in additional greeting, and Louisa fought the urge to smooth her blouse and pat at her hair. In Gretchen she saw shades of Harlow. The tall, slender figure. The elegant neckline. The subtle, refined air of confidence.

What she hadn’t seen in Gretchen’s daughter was that layer of untouchability that the mother seemed to wear like a suit.

She remembered that from the first holiday party, before she and Kincaide had become lovers, when she met Gretchen for the first time. The woman had struck her as cold, in a way that was lonely and sad. When Kincaide had spoken of her—had talked about their marriage being over—it was easy to understand why. It had been so easy to believe him.

“What are you doing here?” she finally asked, the hazy memories of a holiday long past fading away.

“I came to discuss our children.”

“They’re dating. I presume you know that.”

“Not any longer.”

“What?” The reaction was out before she could stop it, and it Louisa had to admit some surprise to see that Gretchen seemed upset. Her already-stiff spine had hardened another notch, and Louisa saw genuine pain in the woman’s eyes.

“Your son dumped my Harlow the other evening after their weekend away.”

“I didn’t know any of this.” Louisa considered the discussion she’d had with Fender—and how obvious it was that he was smitten—and tried to reconcile it with Gretchen’s revelation. “Nor can I see it as even remotely possible. It’s obvious how much he enjoys her company. That’s why they went away.”

“I’m given to understand you have a close relationship with your son.”

It stabbed at Louisa that Gretchen seemed unwilling to call Fender by name, but she acknowledged the quick change in subject. “I do.”

“Then you need to do something about how badly he’s hurt my daughter. She doesn’t deserve this.”

“Neither does he. But they are adults. They can decide if they want to date or not.”

“My daughter isn’t some object to be used and discarded.” Gretchen’s voice rose steadily. “She’s not disposable!”

Gretchen’s reaction hit Louisa—and her obvious frustration at the idea her daughter was as disposable as she was—just as the door opened, a hot blast of summer heat tumbling through it along with Harlow. “Mother! What are you doing here?”

“I’m simply here to have a discussion.” Gretchen nodded in Louisa’s direction. “This is none of your business.”

“I’ve asked you repeatedly to leave this family alone. Why are you bothering Louisa and her campaign? Why won’t you let her live her life?”

“This isn’t about her or our past. This is about you and your future.”

The horrified look on Harlow’s face registered at the same time a large group of seniors began filing into the room through a nearby door. Although she wasn’t quite ready to become a smarmy politician, Louisa wasn’t interesting in having Fender’s personal life on display for their friends and neighbors. She already knew a few of Fender’s customers had been in the common room, as well as several friends of Emily’s. “Ladies, could we please take this outside?”

Gretchen and Harlow both nodded, and Louisa walked out behind them, the August heat wrapping around them like a hot, wet blanket. Harlow held her tongue as they moved down the sidewalk and away from the front door, but the moment they’d cleared the building she whirled back on her mother. “I can’t believe you came here.”

“I’m not going to watch you go through what I did.” Gretchen said.

“How is this possibly the same thing?” Harlow asked.

“Abandoned and discarded by a man?” Gretchen pressed on, her voice rising again. “You’re better than that.”

Harlow laid a hand on her mother’s arm. “I’d hardly call a breakup abandoned and discarded.”

“You deserve better!”

Later, when Louisa reflected on the situation, she’d remember watching the strange battle between Gretchen and Harlow. She’d acknowledge that’s why the vaguely familiar man walking toward them didn’t get much of her notice.

Her major mistake.

“Hello, ladies.”

The three of them glanced over at the tall man with stringy hair. Several days of beard covered his cheeks, a dark complement to the hard glint in his eyes.

And the gun that he held, steady in his hand.

* * *

Fender still smarted over the discussion with his old man the day before, uncomfortable with the way he’d let Trent leave the shop. He’d slept in his apartment overnight, still twitchy knowing his father had intruded in the space. A number of scenarios had filled his mind as he tossed in bed, almost as if his father still roamed the apartment like a lingering wraith.

Where would Trent go?

Was he really going to leave Brooklyn?

What would really stop him from coming back?

Questions without answers and—worst of all—potential outcomes he had no control over.

He did give Cade a call to update him on the conversation, if for no other reason than it would give the cops something else to bug Trent about if they cornered him. And then he’d done his level best to just go about his business.

Which had worked so well he found himself walking into Landon’s office at noon, bored with his own company and looking for a lunch buddy.

The old building in DUMBO that was the center of Landon’s business housed any number of designers and technologists, the men and women largely responsible for Brooklyn’s renaissance. Fender always smiled when he walked through the neighborhood with its cobblestone streets and the Manhattan Bridge rising in the distance. Somehow old and new had converged here, progress blending in neatly with history.

It also reminded him how different he and his brothers were, yet they meshed as easily as that progress and history, or as fruits and loops, as Mrs. Weston had teased them when they were kids.

Differences and all, he and his brothers just worked. They were a unit. A team.

And it was that comfort and solace that he sought as he walked into the building and opted for the stairs over the old elevator.

The office Landon shared with others wasn’t solely his, but the other businesses who leased the space with him were in computer-design fields as well. The wide-open space boasted large windows, long desks, and any number of jeans-clad people tapping away at computers.

God love ’em, Fender thought, as he scanned the room for his brother. He was struggling with some basic automation for his business, and these people had keyboards and computer mice growing out of their hands like they were extensions of their bodies. Before Fender could dwell on that, Landon caught sight of him from across the room and waved him over, gesturing toward a glass-walled conference room that was currently empty.

Landon closed the door behind them before speaking. “You okay?”

“Yeah. Sure. I was just looking for a lunch buddy.”

“I’m in as long as it’s Stewey’s. I was thinking about his brownies this morning.”

“Has there ever been a day in your life you haven’t thought about Stewey’s brownies?”

“Thankfully, no.”

They shot the shit with small talk until Landon’s easy smile fell. “You doing okay?”

“Yeah. I’m fine.”

“You sure about that?” Landon waited a beat before he added, “Have you talked to Harlow?”

“No.” Fender fought the urge to squirm in his chair. Trent’s arrival at the garage, and his belligerent attitude when he didn’t get what he wanted, only reinforced all the reasons Fender needed to keep Harlow well clear of that situation. If it meant she was well clear of him, then so be it. “Trent showed up at the garage yesterday.”

“And it took you a day to tell me?”

Fender shrugged. He and his brothers were a unit, and they talked about shit. Had each other’s backs. He should have said something.

Knew it was on him to say something.

“I called Cade this morning. Told him about it.”

“You waited that long to tell him, too?” Landon pulled his phone from his pocket, frowning. “Daphne hasn’t called or texted yet. So he hasn’t gotten to her.”

“What’s there to get to? Bastard paid me a visit, and I told Cade, who’s keeping an eye on this to be nice. My father hasn’t done anything, and there’s no crime in paying your kid a visit.”

“He’s trouble.”

“Yeah, he is. He’s always been trouble. Doesn’t mean being an asshole is a crime.”

“So fill me in.”

Fender recounted the fight in his office. He nearly said more—like how he wanted to call Harlow after it happened, just to check on her—but he didn’t.

He hadn’t given in to temptation and called Harlow, and he wasn’t spilling that ridiculous shit to his brother, either.

Landon remained impassive across the table before seeming to come to a decision. “Let’s go to Stewey’s then.”

They’d just cleared the building when Fender’s phone went off. “We should call Nick and tell him to join us,” Fender said as he pulled out his phone.

Puzzled, he saw the name of his mother’s neighbor, Dave Maxwell, light up his phone. “Dave?”

“Have you seen your mother?”

Although he hadn’t seen much of Dave over the summer, the man was the epitome of relaxed and laid back. Which made the palpable urgency winging through the phone that much more of a surprise. “No, I haven’t. Why?”

“I was supposed to meet her for coffee after her event this morning.”

Coffee? “Oh, okay.”

“We’ve. Well—” Dave broke off. “We’ve been seeing each other and have been texting pretty regularly. I haven’t heard from her, and the office at the senior center hasn’t seen her since she handed in her microphone a few hours ago.”

The general discomfort Fender had managed since the night before amped up toward panic. And a steady awareness that something was wrong. He glanced at Landon. “Have you talked to Mom today, or texted her?”

“No.” Landon shook his head. “What’s wrong?”

“Dave hasn’t seen her or heard from her. They were supposed to meet up a few hours ago.”

The rapport he and Landon had shared since they were small flared to life. “Tell Dave we’ll be there in fifteen.”

Landon took off for the curb to hail a cab when Fender turned back to the phone. “We’re on our way.”

* * *

Harlow avoided looking at the creepy trash that lined the floor and focused on the room they were in. It had briefly crossed her mind to make a fuss and run for help when the scruffy man pulled a gun on them, but she wasn’t alone. Her mother’s heels and Louisa’s bags full of her campaign materials would have slowed both of the older women down and put them in danger.

So they’d gone with the man. Harlow had figured quickly who he was, but it was Louisa who confirmed it: Trent Blackstone.

Fender’s father.

They hadn’t gone far from the senior center, to an abandoned building the man seemed to know his way around. And for the past hour, they’d stood in the back corner of the building, waiting for something to happen. Trent had already relieved them of their cell phones and now paced back and forth with the phones in his pocket, chain-smoking cigarettes.

“What do you want?” Louisa had asked several times, but other than a sneer and a few orders to shut up, they hadn’t gotten any response. Her latest attempt was met with another sneer, but this time she got an answer to her question.

“I want money, and I want to get out of town. You’re in a position to give me both of those things.”

“I am.” Louisa agreed. “Why don’t you let my friends go, and we can go to my home? I can give you money and the keys to my car.”

Harlow nearly argued, but Louisa reached out and gripped her hand, squeezing tight. Her offer had put the clear stamp of avarice in Trent’s eyes, and Fender’s mother was clearly anxious to see if she could push him further.

Even if Harlow would be damned if Louisa was doing it alone.

“You don’t look like friends.” Trent’s gaze roamed over the three of them.

“Of course we are.” Louisa didn’t break his stare. “They came to support me at the senior center this morning. I’m running for borough president.”

Gretchen had remained silent during the exchange, but at Louisa’s affirmation, she moved up beside Louisa and wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “We go way back. Since our children were small.”

“Your children?” Gretchen’s words seemed to spark something, and Trent lashed out. “He’s my child! My kid! And the little bastard won’t help me!”

The knowledge that Fender had already dealt with this man gnawed at something inside of her, but Harlow forced herself not to think about it. There’d be plenty of time to do that later. Right now they had to focus on working as a unit and getting out of there.

All of them.

* * *

Fender and Landon sat at the table in their mother’s warm, butter-yellow kitchen, the rest of their family assembled with them. Nick and Emma, Daphne, Mrs. W., Father Thad, and Dave. Cade was there too, along with three other cops from the precinct.

All had joined together, and all were focused on finding Mama Lou. Daphne had set up a steady line of communication with the precinct, and Cade sat next to Landon, a sophisticated laptop open on the table.

“There.” Landon pointed at the screen. “She’s there on the street. It looks like she left the senior center with a few people.”

They’d pulled video feeds from various street cameras, triangulating on the senior center as a starting point. Nick leaned over Landon’s shoulder as Cade manipulated the screen, and Fender got up from the table to swing around and look, desperate for whatever information they could possibly glean from the cameras.

Who was she with?

Everyone gave Fender and Nick room as they closed ranks around Cade. Landon pointed to a few side screens, his innate ability with computers helping Cade quickly navigate through the program. Fender watched as a new screen came up. This one was closer, and it became readily apparent who his mother was with.

And who stood beside all three of them.

“Fuck.” Landon said it first, his sentiments a nanosecond behind Fender’s own.

“What is it?” Daphne raced over, her focus on the screen before she came to a standstill. “Oh no.”

Everyone else had stepped back, understanding that Louisa’s boys needed to be the closest to the screen, but Emma finally stepped forward. “What’s going on?”

Nick spoke first, and Fender was grateful for it. He could barely breathe around the pain in his chest, let alone form words. “Mom’s with Harlow and Gretchen Reynolds. And Trent Blackstone.”

* * *

Gretchen paced the small area, desperate for something—anything—to distract that disgusting man and make him change his mind. He’d pointed toward a corner and gestured them into it a little while ago, moving across the room to make a few phone calls. Even with the distance, his stare never left them, and Gretchen harbored no delusions she could outrun a gun in such close quarters—but oh, how the thought tempted.

She’d spent her life in a proverbial box. And it was only in the past few hours, since she’d been put inside of a real one, that she finally understood that.

Her daughter’s life was at risk. Well and truly at risk, and she’d spent the past year—hell, practically Harlow’s entire life—so angry, and terribly focused on things that didn’t matter.

That had never mattered.

The weight of that anger had vanished the moment she’d caught sight of that gun, and now all she wanted was a second chance. To make things right with her children. And to open her eyes and begin living.

“I’m sorry.” The words felt empty but necessary as she turned to face Louisa.

“For what?” Louisa’s response was genuine—Gretchen knew that to her core—and it only made what she had to say that much more urgent.

“For my behavior this summer. For my anger. For the lifetime I’ve spent hating you.”

“You had a right to hate me.” Louisa stilled before turning to Harlow. “Both of you.”

“I don’t hate you,” Harlow said.

Pride, full and expansive and oh-so-warm, spread in Gretchen’s chest. Her daughter was a beautiful woman in every way, and Gretchen took solace in the fact that she’d grown into such an amazing person even with less-than-stellar guidance from both her parents.

“I never meant to hurt any of you.” Louisa’s expression was grim, history and their current circumstances leaving little room for joy, but she pressed on. That intrepid young woman Gretchen remembered from a long-ago Christmas party was still there, evident even now.

“On some level I knew that was a naïve thought, but it wasn’t my intention. And it was only when I had my boys that I realized just how much my behavior damaged your family.”

“You lost something, too.” Gretchen remembered the way Louisa had been summarily fired from the firm. “Kincaide wouldn’t tell me, but a woman hears things. It was a juicy bit of gossip that his mistress was let go from the firm.”

“It was the worst day of my life. And it led to the very best part of my life. My sons. I’m grateful for every bit of it.”

“They love you.” Harlow spoke first. “And they love the life you all created. It’s such a part of Fender, and what I’ve seen of Landon and Nick, too.”

“We found each other.” Louisa did smile then. “Saved each other. When that happened, it was easy to see the real impact of what I’d done. And what my choices meant.” She reached forward, and Gretchen felt warm hands clasp hers. “Please know, I am the one who’s sorry. Truly and deeply, I am sorry.”

The last bit of anger and hate and spite lifted off Gretchen’s heart. As if a powerful, whirling tornado had ripped through, leaving nothing in its path the same, she felt the change.

Only instead of destruction, she was reborn.

Chapter Twenty-Two

Fender fought against the pitch and roll that threatened his empty stomach as he rode in Landon’s SUV. Cade, Daphne, and the assembled officers at the brownstone had given clear details on what was expected of them, and driving hell for leather through Park Heights wasn’t on the list.

It had taken him, Landon, and Nick exactly five seconds once the police cruisers were pulled out and down Cherry Street to head out on their own.

The street cameras had given the general direction of where Trent had taken the women, and it was simple deduction to realize they were likely holed up in an abandoned warehouse that had been slated for demo in the fall.

With that as the likely place, Nick had started texting whomever he could think of, to see if there were any other buildings around there to check out, and it had been his bouncer, Hector, who had come through with some additional info. Hec had heard rumors about the kid Sticky Caruthers had put on his weekly hit list, and rumors about the guy who did it. Kid didn’t know the man, but he’d been roughed up at the same warehouse the cops were focused on.

“I just texted Daphne the info.” Nick shoved Landon’s phone back into the console, and they all heard it ping almost instantaneously.

Fender glanced down at the screen from his seat and read the text out loud. “Make sure you stay put in the kitchen.”

“No way.” Landon picked up the pace, narrowly missing running a red light as he took a hard right. “She can fight me later on it. Mom’s in there.”

On that front, they were all agreed. It was the addition of Harlow that had Fender beside himself.

He’d worried about this. Had believed that leaving her alone would keep her safe. Yet she’d ended up in the same place.

In the same danger.

If only he’d changed his mind. If only he’d kept her nearby, he could have avoided this.

“Down the block, L,” Nick said. “Pull up here so the cops don’t see us.”

A small crowd had gathered on the sidewalk but was being held back by a few patrol officers. Fender ignored all of them as he raced out of the car and down the sidewalk.

“Sir!” One of the cops hollered after him. When he didn’t stop, the guy gave chase, but Fender kept moving.

“This is a police situation. You need to stay back.”

“My father is inside that building, and he’s holding my mother and two other women hostage.”

The cop took a step back, even as his hand remained positioned over his gun. “You Blackstone?”

“Yes.”

Fender didn’t wait for any further small talk but marched determinedly to where he saw Daphne lined up with SWAT.

“Fender!”

“Leave it, Daph.”

She shook her head but didn’t yell. Instead, she took his arm and pulled him back behind a line of men in riot gear. “Stay here with me. They’ve made contact.”

“It should be me in there.” The words were low and out before he could check them. They weren’t meant for anyone’s hearing, but Daphne heard him anyway.

“No, sweetie. No one should be in there. That’s why we’re getting them back.”

Fender waited, listening to the directions winging back and forth. Before he realized what she was doing, Daphne handed over her earpiece. “Here. You can listen to what’s going on. I’m not part of SWAT, and no one’s letting me in anyway.”

Fender palmed the piece, well aware she was likely breaking more than simple protocol. He hunkered down beside her and plugged in the earpiece.

And heard Harlow’s voice.

* * *

“He’s getting more agitated.” Harlow whispered the words to her mother and to Louisa, the three of them doing their best to remain unobtrusive in the back corner of the warehouse. She’d been eyeing the layout and thought she had a way for them to get to safety.

At least her mother and Louisa.

She had youth on her side and could potentially zigzag her way to safety if she became the focus of Trent’s attention and trigger finger. Her damn runs around the reservoir had better be worth something, after all.

Or so she told herself.

“The cops are outside. All you need to do is get to the door while I hold him off. The cops will get you.”

“I’m not leaving you.” Gretchen’s denial winged back immediately, and Harlow held her hand, quieting her.

“It’s not leaving me. It’s diverting his attention so the police can do their job. We need to end this, and the longer he’s agitated the worse it’s going to get.”

She knew nothing about hostage situations, but she did know people. The man who’d held a gun on them and perp walked them into this building had grown increasingly distracted and upset. Sitting there and waiting for him to blow wasn’t of benefit to any of them.

“That door. Back over there.” She pointed out a fire door. She might not know anything about hostage situations, but she did know the door would be manned. All she had to do was ensure her mother and Louisa weren’t mistaken for the problem.

Which was why she was going to scream for all she was worth and pray the cops had ears on the building as well.

“Are you ready? Back door the moment he begins pacing the opposite direction.”

* * *

Fender heard the words as clearly as if Harlow were standing beside him. And he knew she’d started on a suicide mission.

“All you need to do is get to the door while I hold him off.”

SWAT had already given the instructions, and Fender saw the crew by the door preparing to make an opening for the two women who would shortly run through.

And then he began to pray.

* * *

Harlow watched Trent’s pacing, the steady clip of his work boots nearly hypnotic in their consistency. His focus had stayed on them, but she had seen his gaze shift quickly toward the front door before winging back toward them again.

She had to be quick, and she had to be fast. And she had to hope his nerves would work in her favor instead of against.

Her mother gripped her hand, her desperation growing as real as Trent’s. It was only when Louisa took Gretchen’s other hand and squeezed that Harlow saw a ray of hope.

“Gretchen,” Louisa said. When there was no response, she said it again, her voice a more urgent whisper. “Gretchen! You can do this. We can all do this.”

“She’s my baby.”

“And she’s right. Trent’s only going to get worse the longer we stay here. We need to be fast and we need to zigzag. Can you do that?”

Harlow squeezed her mother’s other hand before dropping it. “Go. The moment I move.”

She sent up one more silent prayer that they’d all get out alive and that she would see Fender one more time.

Then she launched herself at his father.

* * *

Fender heard Harlow’s scream—more like a war cry—as the entire line of cops in front of him went into motion. The crew at the side door dragged it open, capturing the two women who tumbled through. They’d barely cleared the door when the remaining team went in.

The crew that had lined up in front of Fender stormed the front entrance, and he heard their movements through his earpiece as he watched their assault.

Gunshots sounded in his earpiece, and he wasn’t even conscious of Daphne’s hand in his, holding him tight.

All he heard was the heavy shouting, another gunshot, and then silence.

* * *

Harlow felt the gentle gloved hands on her arm, pulling her up from where she lay face down on the dirty floor of the warehouse. Her actions had produced the chaos she’d intended, but she’d missed most of it the moment she’d been tackled by a SWAT team member.

The man had lain heavy on her back as shouts and gunfire erupted above her.

And then it was quiet.

Although it couldn’t have been more than a moment, she heard the distinct words “shooter down,” and turned to see the chaos behind her.

Fender’s father lay on his back, his sightless eyes staring up at the ceiling.

She tried to look away, but couldn’t as she realized what had happened. What her actions had wrought.

The SWAT team member who’d covered her pulled gently on her arm, turning her from the scene. “Come on, Miss Reynolds. Come on.”

He deftly moved her past Trent’s body and the team of people who’d quickly moved in to flank his prone form.

Light streamed in the front door, the hot, heavy August heat swirling around her. How odd that she couldn’t feel it. Could only feel a cold that settled in her bones and forced her teeth into a rough chatter.

And then he was there.

Fender stood before her, the vision she’d carried as she screamed and charged Trent. The face she’d held in her mind’s eye throughout the ordeal. Her North Star and mental touchstone.

He ran to her, dragging her close, his face buried in her neck. “Harlow. Harlow.”

She held on tight, wrapping him close, and wondered at how real and solid he felt. His mouth met hers briefly before he buried his face once more in her neck. And simply whispered her name, over and over.

* * *

Fender couldn’t stop touching her. He had no idea how long they stood there, but it was only when Nick, Landon, and Daphne walked over to them, Louisa and Gretchen between them, that he finally let go.

He pulled his mother close in a tight hug as Harlow and Gretchen hugged each other, wrapped up tight in each other’s arms.

“You’re okay,” he whispered against Louisa’s head, anxious to know she was fine.

“I’m fine, sweetie. I’m fine.” She pulled back and held his face between her palms. “Are you?”

“Of course.”

“He’s—” Louisa’s eyes clouded with tears. “He’s gone, Fender. Daphne told us.”

“My father?”

Mama Lou nodded, and he searched Nick and Landon’s faces and saw the same knowledge there.

Something indefinable burned through him, part sadness and part relief. He’d never grieved his father’s exit from his life all those years ago, but it seemed freeing somehow to know he was truly gone.

He couldn’t bother them again.

Secure in that knowledge, he moved to Harlow and pulled her close once more. “You’re so brave.”

“I’m so sorry, Fender. I’m sorry about your father. I’m sorry that I had anything to do with it.”

He stilled, holding her at arm’s length. “How can you think that?”

“I’m the one who charged him there at the end. It was my plan. And I—” He stopped her with his mouth, ending her words. The pain of the past few days and the absolute horror of believing he’d never see her again because of his father’s actions poured out in the kiss. She responded through it all, but still whispered “I’m sorry” when he lifted his lips from hers.

“You did nothing. You saved yourself and our mothers. That’s all that matters.”

“But he’s gone.”

“None of us wished that on him, including me. But the only person who did this, who is responsible for the outcome, is him.” Fender looked around at everyone assembled together. His family and his future.

His everything.

“You’re here, and you’re okay. And I’m going to spend every day making this up to you.”

Harlow was quick to admonish him. “If I’m not at fault, you’re not at fault.”

“I am for sending you away. I’m more sorry than I can ever say. But I’m very much looking forward to making it all up to you.”

Harlow pressed her hand against his cheek, her smile warm when she looked up at him. “Will you be making it up to me eminently?”

Their conversation in the park came winging back to him, filling him with happiness and laughter.

“I think I can arrange that.”

“Then kiss me.” She leaned up on tiptoes and pressed her lips to his ear. “And never let me go.”

“I love you, Harlow. I wasn’t looking for any of it, and then you showed up and I realized how wrong I was.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because I believed I’d lose my exit strategy if I got serious with anyone.”

“And now?”

“I realized you don’t need an exit strategy when you find the right person. You just need to hang on as tight as you can.” He wrapped his arms around her, punctuating his point, and heard the sweetest response he could have ever imagined.

“I love you, too.”

Epilogue

Fender hung the last strand of lights on the tree and stood back to admire the work. His mother’s annual tree-trimming brunch had just gotten underway, and he had been put on lights detail this year.

The lights twinkled, nearly as brightly as the ring in the box in his pocket.

He’d gone back and forth, convinced he should ask Harlow to marry him privately, then swinging back to doing it in front of his family. In the end, he’d decided he couldn’t wait any longer, and he wanted his family as part of the moment anyway.

So it would be this morning.

Even if the box burning a hole in his pocket since he picked it up on Wednesday felt like a boulder.

Ignoring the sensation, he let his gaze skip around the room. Mrs. W. and Father Thad were doing their usual verbal tango, Mrs. W.’s insistence that the baby Jesus, Mary, and Joseph the church purchased the prior year looked garish and too much like “Las Vegas” because of how the decorating committee had backlit them on the altar. Daphne and Landon were huddled together at the kitchen table, laughing over something on L’s computer. And Emma and Nick were even now marching back down the stairs with arms full of ornament boxes.

His mother swung out of the kitchen, Dave on her heels. They both had platters full of food, and he didn’t miss the way his mother’s eyes lit up when Dave pressed a kiss to her neck. As they’d expected, his mother had won the borough presidency, and while the work made her, in her words, happy and fulfilled, it had been Dave who’d put the real light in her eyes.

As usual, Daphne and Emma had been right on that count. More than right, if his mother’s happiness was any indication.

“Are you hiding over here?” Harlow wrapped an arm around his waist and stood to admire the tree. His quiet observations vanished as his agitation over the ring and what would be the precise right moment to propose returned.

People still milled about, and he heard his mother’s promise that the bacon had just gone on the stove, so he was stuck waiting now until after breakfast. If the bacon burned, his brothers would disown him.

“Just admiring my handiwork.”

“The lights look good.” Harlow snuggled against him.

He pressed a kiss to her head. “I’ve had years of practice. And my mother knows I like light detail instead of tinsel. That shit gets everywhere.”

“Truth,” she agreed.

They stood there, wrapped in each other, and Fender marveled at all that had happened. They’d found each other and survived the ordeal with his father. He’d begun a tentative relationship with her mother, and had seen how hard Gretchen had worked to overcome some of her former pain. He’d even convinced her to come this morning to celebrate the engagement after asking her permission to marry Harlow. Even now, Daphne’s best friend, Jasmine, had Gretchen wrapped up in conversation, the two of them laughing and animated over coffee at the dining room table.

As happy as it made him to see everyone he loved doing well, he knew he was the happiest, luckiest SOB who’d ever walked the streets of Park Heights. He had Harlow.

They spent every moment together they could, and had recently decided they’d settle in Brooklyn. She’d been approached to open a gallery in DUMBO a few blocks down from Landon’s office, and it looked like the opportunity was going to make a Brooklynite out of her.

He’d never been happier in his life, but more than that, he’d never felt so content. The future that he’d been so certain about had changed in ways he never could have imagined. And now, instead of simply content, he was happy.

Hopeful.

And focused on all that was still to come.

It was with that realization that his hand dropped into his pocket, nearly of its own accord. Without giving himself another moment to plan or plot or worry about ruining the bacon, he dropped his arm from Harlow’s waist and continued on down onto one knee.

The words he’d practiced over and over all week in his head were nowhere to be found and instead, he led with his heart.

“You’re everything to me, Harlow. I love you, and I want to make a life with you.”

Recognition dawned in her eyes as he lifted the box in his hands, a light sheen of tears accompanying that awareness.

“Will you have me? Will you marry me?”

“Yes.”

It was one word—one simple, single word—but it changed his life once more.

Louisa had said yes to him all those years ago. Yes to being his mother. Landon and Nick had said yes all those years ago. First to being friends and then, later, to being brothers.

And now Harlow had said yes to being his wife.

The unstable foundation of his youth had shifted, settling into the stable footing of his adulthood.

And just like that day so many years ago—the day Mama Lou had made him her son—Harlow had agreed to make him her husband.

Without shame, or remorse, or embarrassment, he let tears fall freely from his eyes as he stood to pull her close for a kiss.

And as the room erupted in a round of laughter and applause, Fender Blackstone knew he was the luckiest of men.

Author’s Note

For those of you who follow NASCAR, you’ll know I deliberately changed the weekend of the annual race in Watkins Glen. I hope you’ll forgive me a bit of artistic license on the change, but I needed one extra weekend in the arc of their relationship before Fender and Harlow went away on a trip alone.

I hope you’ll agree their steamy trip upstate more than makes up for the change.
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