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Grace Kendall knows what it's like to have life knock you on your butt. She's been through hell and made it back. She's fine with trusting no one and expecting nothing until a night wind blows something quite unexpected onto her doorstep in the rain.

The scruffy, yet gorgeous enigma known as Nathan Henley steps inside her apartment and brings with him all those feelings Grace has tried so hard to tuck safely away. Beneath his bruised and damaged exterior, she senses all the dark and beautiful secrets lost within the tarnished diamond of his lonely heart.

She resists his mystery as long as she can, but she knows that any woman would gladly throw themselves against his rock hard chest and shatter helplessly into a million lustful pieces.

When Grace finally decides to trust again, her ex-boyfriend Jack returns to her life with his crooked grin and the past comes crashing down. With the world spinning all around her, Grace must do more than trust, she must fight for the salvation of her own lonely heart.

Note: This standalone, suspense romance novel contains some mature themes and situations. If you object to steamy scenes and explicit language, this book is probably not right for you.

Beautiful Ruin is the first book in the Everlasting Series.

All books in the series are interconnected, standalone novels, featuring many of the same characters. Book Two, MAGNIFICENT RUIN, is now available!
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Chapter 1
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Under the fluorescent lights of the supply room I silently stare at the sparkling bottles and vases. Each one contains its own distinct fragrance or exotic scent. That lovely calm feeling is interrupted when Ashley returns and pulls the curtain closed to hide the stocked shelves.

The glittering menagerie of glass and crystal vanishes. Too bad. I’d be content if I spent hours just taking in the colors and smells of the elegant essential oils, lotions and diffusions.

“You are not allowed to let customers back here, Grace,” Ashley says. “If they ask for a product that’s not on the front shelves, you come back here to get it yourself. If they try to follow you, you stop them politely. Do you understand?”

Of course I understand. I’m not a fucking moron. Although I don’t know what it would take to convince Ashley of that.

“Why all the secrecy? Are you stashing drugs back here?” I say, doing my best not to look at her. She would not appreciate my irreverent expression.

“Don’t assume you can answer specific questions about the products just yet,” Ashley goes on, ignoring my attempt at humor. “You should direct all those to me.”

I don’t know what her deal is. I get that she doesn’t like me, but I fail to see why. We’ve barely exchanged ten words over the past year and it’s not like I have to answer to her. She doesn’t own this place. Taylor does. Taylor likes me. Maybe that’s it. Ashley doesn’t like that I’m Taylor’s friend.

Taylor and I have been friends since junior high and even when she moved away for a year, we stayed in touch daily. We have always been able to rely on one another for support and honesty. I have to focus on that and not let Ashley get under my skin.

The little aromatherapy shop that Taylor inherited from her late grandmother has always held a certain kind of appeal for me. As soon as Taylor suggested it, I agreed to work for her. She can’t afford to pay much, but that’s cool for me right now.

I’ve been unemployed for two months—ever since I walked out of my job as an assistant to a real estate agent named Harley Moss. Having worked so long for a chauvinistic and unpleasant man makes Ashley’s condescending tone nothing but a minor annoyance.

Only two things held any value of any sort to Harley. Money and making people – women especially – feel inferior. Nothing else seemed to give him any shred of satisfaction. Add to that the snobbishness and entitlement that came along with most of his Beverly Hills clients and it became obvious that I had to get out of there before I lost my mind. Wealth and elitism make me feel tiny and depressed. The pay was better but not worth the stress.

“You’ll regret it, girl,” Harley told me when I handed him my resignation. “Working for me was your one chance to make something of yourself.”

I wanted to tell him how sad and pathetic his life was to me, but instead I just said, “Thank you, Harley.”

The bells on the front door jingle. Ashley rushes out to the front of the store to greet the incoming customer. I see my chance and pull the curtain back from the shelves to take one more look at the lavish products I will be handling for the next few months.

I reach out to take a tiny purple bottle of lavender into my hands. Taylor has told me on many occasions that lavender essential oils can soothe a troubled mind and lessen anxiety. My future doesn’t exactly seem exhilarating right now so I undo the cap to sniff the miraculous concentrated essence when Ashley races back with hasty steps.

“Put that back,” she says sternly.

Her appearance is not without charm. She’s a tall, thin girl with beautiful big blue eyes. It’s her expression of constant discomfort – almost as if she’s walking around with trapped intestinal gas twenty-four hours a day – that makes her countenance unpleasant to the eye.

“I’m sorry,” I say and immediately wish I could just defy her and tell her we’re equals here. Taylor runs the place. Ashley might have been working here longer than I have, but we’re both essentially salesgirls. Nothing more, nothing less.

“Someone’s asking for you,” she says and in the same breath she turns her back on me and walks back to the front before I have a chance to ask if she means a customer or a friend. If it’s a customer, it will be my first one. What if I’m terrible at convincing people to buy exquisite things?

The light on the ceiling above me flickers for a moment or two returning me to my senses. I work here now and I can deal with anything that’s waiting for me out there.

I step out of the small supply room and walk toward the counter where I’m supposed to greet the customers. I slow down just a couple of steps away from him. I recognize his long, unruly hair and his old, shabby navy blue jacket.

“Nate?” I say in disbelief. “Everything okay at the shelter?”

In a split second, I manage to imagine all sorts of catastrophes. I end up stuck on the image of Annie, the little honey brown setter that Nate and I adopted when she was brought into the animal shelter missing an eye, an ear and a big chunk of fur a couple months back. Next, I remember that I have to work at the rescue shelter tonight. I didn’t mess up, did I? I didn’t mix up the dates or anything and ended up missing a shift?

“Is it Annie?” I say, fearful that the little eight-month old cutie pie I’ve fallen in love with might be in trouble.

“No,” Nate says, staring at Ashley who stares back at Nate disapprovingly. He does look out of place in the elegant shop with his scruffy facial hair, his plain old clothes that are a size too big, his puffy eyes and the black ink designs across his knuckles, but that doesn’t give Ashley the right to be rude.

“How did you know where to find me?” I say in an attempt to get Nate’s attention back from Ashley.

“You mentioned this place the other day.”

He’s right. We were washing Annie and talking about random things including the fact that I’d be starting to work at the Essence of Life shop.

“You said you’d start today,” Nate goes on. He stops to look at me and then offers a smile. His perfect teeth are an unexpected contrast to his otherwise grungy look. “You sounded excited which made me curious.”

Ashley grumbles before walking off to tend to the window shelves.

“So, did you come to wish me luck?” I ask Nate as I begin to organize some blank index cards on the counter in a deliberate fashion.

“I need a favor,” he says, taking a deep breath. “Can I crash on your couch for a few days?”

Okay, I wasn’t ready for that. Nate and I get along fine at the animal shelter where we are both volunteers. We have a few laughs. He’s a man of few words and is uniquely dedicated to what he does, but this? We’ve never met outside of the shelter before. “Oh, am I your first choice?” I ask slowly.

He shrugs. “There aren’t many people still willing to help, Grace. It’s as simple as that.”

The sincerity of his gaze is unsettling because I know exactly what he means. It will be hard to turn him down but not too smart to say yes.

The door opens and Taylor walks into the store. She grins from ear to ear when she sees me and then winks. She probably thinks I’m with a customer. I’m sure Ashley will correct that misunderstanding promptly.

Taylor’s steps are light and effortless, almost as if she’s riding on wheels, with that unique air of satisfaction and confidence of hers. She’s all legs and long, luscious dark blonde hair, and she dresses in long skirts and flowery tops with low cuts. Taylor is so naturally pretty she causes an auto smile reflex in anyone who lays eyes on her.

I turn to Nate to study the impression Taylor has made on him, but he has managed to ignore her existence completely. Unless he’s doing a darn good job of hiding his curiosity, he couldn’t care less about Taylor’s charms.

“I’ll understand if you say no,” he says, rubbing a hand against his cheek, almost compulsively.

“I’ll have to think about it,” I say. “We can talk it over at the shelter tonight.”

“Denise didn’t think you would be there tonight,” he says.

“I changed my mind,” I say. “I’m just not ready to give up my time with those little darlings yet.”

“Good,” he says. “You would be missed greatly.”

“Really?” I say, suddenly noticing a shy quality about him.

“The animals,” he says and clears his throat. “They would be lost without you. I’m sure they’ll be happy to see you.”

His eyes drop and look away. I don’t know what to say. I’m not sure what is making it so hard for him to talk to me.

“I’m late,” he says. “I have a thing. I’m expected. See you down there.”

As he walks out the door, I can’t help but feel that he must have heard the word no often as an answer to this request. Which makes me think there might be a reason people in his life aren’t willing to help him anymore.

“I’d do him,” Taylor says as she brushes by me.

“Excuse me?” I honestly have no idea what she means by that.

“Your friend,” she says, sticking her tongue out. “He’s kinda hot and awkwardly delicious.”

“Nate?”

“Is that the one who just left?”

I nod.

“Then, yes,” she says. “He’s muy caliente.”

Leave it up to Taylor to find hotness in anything that walks in a worn out jacket, an old pair of boots and a three day stubble on their cheeks.

“What? You don’t think so?” she says, sensing my reluctance.

“I’m with Grace on this one,” Ashley says. “The guy is creepy.”

Now this is taking it a bit too far. Nate is not exactly a movie star, but he’s kind and laidback and there’s nothing creepy about him. “He’s actually a really cool guy,” I say.

“Oh, c’mon Grace! He’s more than cool. He’s tall, dark and mysterious and has smoldering blue eyes and a cute butt.”

“I can’t listen to this,” I say, rolling my eyes.

“You wouldn’t mind introducing us then?” Taylor can be relentless. I’ll have to end the conversation myself.

“He’s all yours,” I say, opening my arms wide. “If you can get him to even notice you.”

“You didn’t really just say that,” Taylor protests.

“He’s gay, Taylor.”

“Oh well, his loss,” she says. Her disappointed expression tells me my little trick is working.

I pat the top of her head. “You idiot, I don’t know what he’s into. I barely know him outside of the rescue shelter.”

A flash of recognition flashes onto her face. “That’s the guy you like working with at the animal shelter. The stoic one.”

I nod. “He’s quiet and loves animals. That’s all I know.”

“My bad,” Taylor says with an apologetic smirk on her face. “I should leave your shelter boys alone.”

Although I enjoy watching her attempt at humility, there’s work to be done. On one level, I’m happy Taylor’s arrival cut my conversation with Nate short, but on another I wish I had been more patient with him. And no, I’m not totally blind to his charms, understated as they might be. It’s just that this is not how Nate and I think of each other.

I myself have run out of people I could turn to when in need. Taylor has always been the bright exception. “I’m going to like working here,” I say. “And I have a few questions for you about the bottles and vials back there.”

“I thought I explained everything?” Ashley cuts in, obviously alarmed by my request. Maybe she thinks I’m here to replace her?

“If you knew Grace like I do,” Taylor says with that benevolent smile of hers, “you’d know she’s all about details and getting to the bottom of things.”

Taylor leads me to the supply room and immediately begins waving her toned arms around in her blue and pink flowery shirt with her long, perfectly polished nails pointing at this oil and that perfume, laying out a long line of beautiful, intriguing names for me: angelica and cedarwood, marjoram and thyme, roman chamomile, sandalwood and peppermint.

“What was your question?” she says, tilting her head.

“Hmm?”

“You said you had questions about my babies here.”

“Oh, that. No, not really. I just wanted to stick it to Ashley.”

Taylor’s face gets serious. “Honey, please don’t tell me you plan to get into catfights with Ash. This is a tranquility shop. We all need to be civil.”

I keep quiet, whispering as many essential oil names as I can remember in my mind. It seems it’s not just the oils that are magic. The names themselves can actually soothe one down.

“I know Ash can be a bit overbearing and suspicious, but she’s a good kid. And she needs the money,” Taylor goes on.

“Don’t we all?” I blurt out.

Taylor’s disappointed expression grounds me instantly.

“Taylor,” I say. “I’m not going to cause any problems. I’m grateful for the opportunity to work here and pay my rent. I’ll be a doll to Ashley. Promise.”

“I know you will,” Taylor says, giving me a hug. “Now, what’s up with Jack? Has he repaid that loan yet?”

My good mood darkens instantly.
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Chapter 2
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The milk smells bad enough to make me put it back in the fridge with the intention of throwing it out first thing in the morning. That and I also have to figure out what is wrong with my ancient coffee maker that refuses to work anymore. It’s of no use trying to solve any of this right now. I have to be at the animal shelter in less than an hour. Maybe I can have a bite on the way and worry about groceries tomorrow.

I get in the shower with my flip flops still on. Taylor would have a fit if she knew how I live or how I feed myself ever since I quit my job at the real estate agency. It’s a blessing in disguise that she’s been busy renovating her place and traveling to San Francisco to visit her estranged father for the first time in years and so hasn’t stopped at my place lately.

The too hot water shoots through my blood making my skin turn red. I turn it a bit colder and close my eyes, repeating the magic word that Taylor has instructed me to use after a long, stressful day. Peace, peace, peace.

Goose bumps emerge when I turn the water off and hear some kind of disturbance at my front door. I wrap the towel around me and quickly tiptoe out of the bathroom.

The closer I get to the door, the more nervous I become. What I mistook for an animal – a raccoon or a coyote maybe – scraping my apartment door with its claws turns out to be a key turning inside the keyhole.

I let out a scream when the door opens and Jack steps into the entryway. I stare at him a long while unable to understand what’s going on. His green eyes are bloodshot and he looks almost as flabbergasted as me.

“Hey,” he says.

“You still have the key to my apartment?” I say, pulling the towel tighter around my wet body. I could swear he returned his key when we broke up, but maybe he had a spare.

“Your doorbell isn’t working,” he says, avoiding my question. “I knocked a couple of times and when you didn’t answer, I thought I’d wait for you.”

I keep my eyes on him, doing my best to remain calm. Jack has always had a unique ability to infuriate me over the smallest things.

“It took me forever to find the right key,” he goes on. “I hope I didn’t alarm you.”

“Give me the key, Jack,” I say.

He ignores my request and starts to walk around my little living room with the leather loveseat and the second-hand coffee table he helped me pick at a flea market almost five years ago.

He stops in front of my Himalayan salt lamp and studies it intensely. “Do these things work?” he says. “Do you feel better when it’s on?”

“It’s a gift,” I say. “Listen, I need to change. I have to be at the rescue shelter in like ten minutes.”

I don’t wait for his response. I get back to my bedroom as fast as I can and close the door behind me. His behavior is strange to say the least. This is not the Jack I’ve known since middle school and fell in love with as a teenager. It is certainly not the good natured Jack who jokes about everything and blames his inappropriate humor on his Irish ancestors. And it’s definitely not the Jack who hasn’t spoken to me in over a year.

I throw on a pair of jeans and a brown T-shirt and grab my keys and purse. When I return to the living room, I find him sitting on the loveseat, gently caressing the velvet cushion beside him.

“I’ve been doing some thinking,” he says. “A lot, to be honest.”

“Good for you, but I’m really late. Whatever you have to say, can it wait?”

He gives me a defeated grin before grabbing my hand and forcing me to sit with him. “I might never walk again,” he says.

Immediately, he lets go of my hand and glances away from me.

My patience starts to run thin. I feel like he’s going to use an elaborate scheme to trick me into doing something. “What are you talking about?”

“Why did we even break up, Grace?”

This takes the cake. “Is this a joke?” I talk slowly, trying to process what is happening. “You cheated on me, Jack. More than once. We were not happy anymore. I have to go.”

I used to be able to read him quite well, but I’ve lost that ability. Jack and I broke up two years ago after a seven-year relationship that started when we were both teenagers. But we’re not teenagers anymore. We’re in our mid-twenties and have gone through a few years of disillusion.

His pale green eyes focus on me with an intensity I can’t quite place or explain. “I’m having some tests tomorrow.”

“What kind of tests?”

“Medical.”

“Why? What are you saying?”

“The doctor thinks I might have multiple sclerosis. They found a number of alarming signs.”

The room seems to close in on us until I have trouble breathing. “You’re twenty-six, Jack,” I mutter, feeling my skin ache and my head lighten.

“Apparently youth doesn’t mean shit,” he says with a bitter smile.

I know he’s not lying or trying to trick me. Not tonight.

“Jack, I don’t know what to say. Maybe there’s a mistake. Doctors can be wrong. It could be something else.”

“I know. It could be something worse.”

“Please, don’t do that.” The world feels vacant and dark. How can this be happening? I loved Jack for so long. I never want any harm to come to him.

Despite the way things ended, he’s one of the good guys: strong, funny, dependable, willing to help and such healthy good looks. I know his appearance shouldn’t matter, but my heart looked upon him so many times with adoration. I would shower that beautiful man with kisses every chance I got, on his lips and neck and chest. I told him I loved him day and night.

I ache with all those memories at once, trying to absorb the fact he could become so ill and lose so much in life.

He notices my distress and tries to lessen the impact. “It might not be so bad,” he says. “I googled it. It’s possible I could live another forty years with minimal disabilities.”

“You will,” I say almost as if a command. Forty years just doesn’t sound enough all of a sudden. Not nearly enough. I want him to outlive everyone.

“Don’t be sad,” he says, taking my hands in his. “It’ll be fine. I’ll take the forty years. That’s plenty of time for them to find a cure. As long as I have you by my side, I can deal with anything.”

I get that old feeling again that he’s setting me up and now it makes me feel like a terrible person. How can I worry about myself at a time like this?

“Of course, I’ll support you,” I say cautiously. “If there’s anything that you need, just let me know.”

“Will you come with me tomorrow? To the hospital?” His eyes are locked on mine now, inquisitive and demanding.

I want to tell him that I just got a new job and I can’t miss a day already, but instead I find myself telling him that I will go with him. I don’t know how to refuse when Jack is facing the worst crisis of his life.

He cheers up and pulls me in for a hug and I remember about the animal shelter and my shift tonight. I’m woefully late. I have to call to let them know I’m caught in something urgent and won’t be able to make it.

It takes patience to remain in his embrace until he finally lets go. I peek at my bag on the coffee table. It’s a silly bag, I tell myself. I made it out of three different fabrics I found at a thrift store. I grab the bag and take out my phone, but Jack places his hand on top of mine to stop me.

“I’ve missed you, Grace,” he says. “You’ve been there for me most of my life. Maybe, if we tried, we could get back what we once had.”

In my heart of hearts, I know it’s his insecurity about the future that’s talking. He just needs time to process the unexpected blows he’s been dealt. Eventually he’ll realize how preposterous his suggestion sounds. The time in which a permanent union between us was possible has come and gone. And he was the one that put in motion the slow but unmistakable breaking of our bond.

“I see that I’ve made you speechless,” he says, faking a smile.

“You’re in shock,” I manage to say. “It will all start making sense again once you have your answers and you know what you’re facing. You need time to process. It really could be something else, something treatable, even curable.”

He gets up and starts pacing around the room. “I’ve missed holding you,” he says without looking at me. “Feeling your breath on my neck when we fell asleep at night. Nobody else has loved me the way you did. I was a fool to fuck it up, Grace.”

My whole body gets in alert mode as he returns to the loveseat. I spring up as if hit by a strong electric current and grab my silly-looking bag.

“I’m late,” I say. “Unfashionably late. What time do you want to meet up tomorrow at the hospital?”

“I’ll pick you up,” he says with a deflated voice.

“No, I’ll meet you there. Just tell me the time.”

He walks to me as he pats down his short auburn hair. “Nine o’clock. Main gate.”

I nod and walk around him to open the door. As I turn the doorknob, he wraps his arms around me from behind. I jump out of my skin and quickly wriggle myself out of his embrace.

“Don’t, Jack,” I say. “Just don’t.”

“All right,” he says. “I won’t push.”

“I want to be there for you, but you have to respect my boundaries. We’re not together anymore.”

He steps out of the apartment to the small patch of grass that separates my entrance from that of the apartment next door. A silent rain has started to fall. He turns back to face me. “Is there someone in your life?” he says.

“Lots of people.” I roll my eyes in exasperation before I close the door.

***
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I LIE ON THE COUCH clutching my legs to my chest, watching the local nine o’clock news, listening to the rain outside, pausing and rewinding unable to concentrate. I feel numb and lacking purpose. There’s a gnawing emptiness inside me. I cannot fill it up with any of my normal habits or routines.

If I were a better person, I would put aside all my personal feelings and concentrate on how to help Jack get through his ordeal. I would not panic about his sudden display of affection and I would not worry about how it might affect my life. But I’m not a better person. I’m the girl who threw all the clothes and things he kept at my apartment out of the window when I discovered his repeated transgressions. I’m the girl who would not listen to his explanations.

I knew that my love for the boy had not transferred completely into the same level of love for the young man Jack had become. He knew my love had dwindled and it hurt him. I refused then to admit that Jack was not the man I wanted to spend my life with anymore.

There are things you know in your bones but are not ready to accept in your mind. And yet I blamed him for everything because he dared to be unfaithful physically while I struggled to admit my desire to separate. There were times when I was in his arms that I felt so alone and dishonest.

It is not my place to pass judgment. I should cut him some slack and hope for the best possible outcome. I will hold out hope that his doctor’s concerns are unfounded. Jack could be healthy. That would end any misguided attempt of his to get us back together.

But if he really is sick and begins to fade away from the man he was and yearns to be again, my heart will break as his heart breaks. Memories of us together in love are like melancholy ghosts in my mind. I don’t want Jack to walk the Earth now as a ghostlike shadow of his former self.

My mind numbs thinking of the beautiful boy I loved in high school, the sweaty, sexy basketball star and guitar player, the fearless boy with the perfect stride who might end up in a wheelchair or worse. Could I really make the ultimate sacrifice and give him the comfort he desires? A familiar face and body to be there for him, loving him unconditionally, cherishing him as we travel down the dark tunnels of his strange future?

A cure will be procured one day and we will rejoice. He even said so himself. There are cures for everything these days. The ringing phone cuts through me like lightning. I am startled by the reminder there is still a world outside my sad thoughts.

“I’m outside your door,” the voice says when I pick up the phone.

“My door?” I say and then in a flash of sudden recognition add, “Nate?”

I bounce up and run to peek through the peephole. It’s him, his hair messy and wet with the rain, seemingly barely able to stand.

I open the door in a frenzy trying to understand what it is about this night that draws desperate men to my doorstep. His nose has been bloodied and an ugly shiner forms around his left eye.

“I waited for you,” he says, catching his breath, “down at the shelter.”

I help him limp his way into my apartment.
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Chapter 3
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Nate lies on the old Persian rug with the faded green and crimson patterns in the middle of the living room. I’ve asked him repeatedly to let me help him get up on the loveseat, but he has refused every single time.

“I’m not going to ruin your couch,” he says when I ask him one more time.

This is frustrating. I don’t feel comfortable having an injured man lie on the hardwood floor, albeit it with an on old beautiful Persian rug underneath him.

“Ruin my couch?” I say. “How would you even do that?”

He lowers his gaze to his stomach. “I’m bleeding,” he says.

“You silly man,” I say. “Why didn’t you say so? The rug’s more expensive than the couch.” The words come out before I have a chance to think them over. I can’t believe I sound like I’m snapping at someone bleeding on my rug. I’m in need of better jokes.

Nate doesn’t seem to mind. He stares at me for a second before a smile forms on his lips. “That’s much better,” he says. “Tell me what you really feel. I don’t like it when people bullshit me.”

“Good,” I say. “Now shut up and let me check you out.”

I carefully open up his damp jacket and run my fingers over his shirt cautiously, searching for a wound in his abdominal area.

My probing fingers cause him discomfort. “Are you qualified to do this?”

I glare into his dark blue eyes. “I can give you a Google map to the nearest ER if you like.”

He smiles and moans. “I’m not going to die,” he says.

“And are you qualified to say that?”

It’s pointless. I can’t locate the source of the small sprinkling of blood on his shirt. He’s not exactly bleeding. There’s no flow of blood and no holes in the shirt. The staining was caused by a small cut or a deep scratch at best, not a gunshot or knife wound or anything potentially fatal.

Perplexed, I decide to pull the front of his shirt over his body until it covers his face. It’s a good thing, too, or I would have blushed right in front of his teasing eyes.

Nate’s body is incredibly sculpted and ripped, his strong pectorals rising and falling with each breath he takes. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything so impressive on an actual, live human being before. I thought you needed oils or Hollywood lighting or at least Photoshop to achieve such perfection.

Nate would have been the last guy I suspected to be concealing all this manly goodness underneath his baggy pants and loose jackets. He’s lean, but powerfully built and tanned. I count his ab muscles in my mind.

“Well?” he mutters from underneath the shirt.

“You’re fine,” I say, not meaning to sound excited. “I mean, it looks good, you know, no gunshots or anything.”

“What?”

“Never mind,” I say as I finally concentrate on the long but superficial cut I’ve located across his abs. “It’s not a deep cut. I’ll just clean and bandage it along with the cuts on your face. You’ll be fine.”

“All that time caring for hurt animals at the shelter is finally paying off,” I hear him say as I rush to the bathroom to get the first-aid kit.

When I get back to the living room with the kit and a towel, I find him sitting with his back against the loveseat. His long hair covers half his face. His hands rest on his stomach – the only part of his body that is now uncovered. He flashes a relaxed smile with his perfect teeth. He’s not bad looking, I have to admit to myself. He’s actually pretty hot and I noticed that a lot sooner than I’d ever admit to Taylor. Underneath the scruffiness, there’s a very good-looking man.

I’m hating Taylor right now, by the way, for planting that idea in my head. I never wanted to think about Nate that way.

“Okay, let’s hear it. How did this happen?” I say as I put the towel around his shoulders and I start to clean his cuts and bruises gently.

“I’d rather not tell you,” he says. I expect his face to reveal he’s joking. Nope. He’s totally serious. He’s not going to tell me. It’s probably best I don’t know.

“Have it your way,” I say, letting him off the hook. The guy could obviously use a break after his night.

He glances around my crammed living room while I bandage the cut on his abs. His eyes stop at my bookshelves, jammed with the endless paperbacks I’ve assembled over the seven years of my adult life.

“You’re a reader,” he says.

“Gee, don’t say it like it’s some kind of crime. This isn’t Fahrenheit 451.”

“You’re weird, Grace,” he says with a grin.

“Said the kettle.”

I finish bandaging him and start putting everything back into the kit: bandages, scissors, antibiotic creams.

“I was wondering if I could borrow a book or two,” he says as he pulls his shirt down over his stomach.

“Seriously?”

Nate chuckles. “What? You think I’m not the reading type?”

My cheeks go red. “I didn’t–”

“You didn’t mean anything, I know,” he says, “but you’re not completely wrong either. I need to read more.”

“You can pick any book you want,” I say as I get off the floor. “Just make sure you return it. My books are my children.”

In the bathroom, I take a deep breath in when I put the first-aid kit back in the cabinet. What has gotten into me? I’ve never been attracted to Nate before nor has he ever even remotely hit on me. Whatever his charms may be, we’ve safely stayed on the friendly side of things and there are very good reasons for that. Working together is one of them.

I have to keep my head on straight here. Knowing this is all Taylor’s fault helps me feel better about telling her I need tomorrow morning off. I just hope she won’t ask for details.

Nate has two books in his hands when I come back to the living room. “That’ll keep me company,” he says as he puts one of the books back onto the shelf and then shows me the one he has decided to keep – a psychological thriller by Patricia Highsmith.

“I see you enjoy some light reading after a good beating,” I say as I watch him suspiciously. He settles down on my couch. He doesn’t intend to read the book here and now, does he?

“I don’t read all that much anymore,” he says. “And I didn’t get a beating.”

“None of my business.”

He leafs through the book as I straighten the rug and put the coffee table back where it belongs. He reaches the last page of the book and immediately starts reading it.

“Oh, my god, what are you doing?” I say, feeling the urge to slap him on the back of his head as if he were a disobedient child.

“I’m reading,” he says, rolling his eyes.

“Starting at the last page? This is a thriller, Nate!”

“So?”

“So have you ever read a thriller before?”

He grins as he shuts the book and studies my face.

“Do I amuse you?” I ask.

“No, it’s just funny that after all this commotion we end up arguing about how a thriller is best read.”

“Do you want to know what I find funny? In the last thirty minutes you have spoken more than you have in the previous six months combined. Are you a spy or something? This is not the Nate I know.”

“Six months? Is this how long we’ve known each other?”

“It’s how long I’ve known the other Nate.”

“My talking is your fault entirely,” he says in a strange voice, almost as if he’s serious.

“You’re right. I should have let you die from your cat scratch so you could keep your paws off my books.”

“Don’t be mad, Grace. I like your books. They’re like heirlooms from the past. It’s cool. You’re cool.”

A memory of my mother emerges out of the blue. Her eyes, always dreamy and not quite looking at you. You must have books, Grace. Houses need books to feel alive.

“I’d have more on the shelves, but I mostly read digital now,” I say.

His face becomes serious. “I waited all night at the shelter until they closed it down,” he says. “Denise said you didn’t even call.”

“Fuck, I forgot to call, didn’t I?”

He just about chokes on his spit.

“What?” I say.

“I’ve never heard you curse before. It sounds so un-Grace-ful.”

“That’s clever, but there’s no excuse. I should have called the moment I realized I wasn’t going to make it.”

“Why didn’t you?”

His gaze falls on me, curious and inquisitive. I realize that I can’t – no, scratch that – I don’t want to explain. “Long story,” I say. “One that I’m not willing to share.”

He has no room to judge. He seems to understand that. He lowers his eyes to the book that’s in his lap. “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.”

“The book?” I say, confused.

“Me coming here.”

A shiver runs through my body. It bothers me that he feels uncomfortable in my presence. He’s alone and I know all too well how that feels. As he stretches his arms behind his head, I realize I barely know anything about him.

“Help me understand this. You went to the shelter, waited for me and when they closed up, you left to come and find me? When did all this happen then?” I say, pointing at his battered face.

He relents to my questioning to some degree. “On my way here.”

That much is obvious. I still don’t get it, though, and something tells me he’s not going to be any more revealing about it. Not tonight.

My eyes fly from him to the clock on the wall. It’s almost midnight and I don’t know how to send him away. I have no idea if he has somewhere to go.

A thought enters my mind. “You don’t do drugs, do you?”

He puts his right hand on his chest with his palm open. “No, I swear. That’s not what this is about.”

I consider his words. “I guess you have to stay here tonight.”

“I don’t have to, but it would be helpful, yes.”

It seems like the only logical thing to do is have him sleep out here while I go get some rest so I can be ready in the morning to meet Jack at the hospital.

“Fuck.” The word escapes my lips louder than I intended. I steal a glance at Nate but thankfully he doesn’t seem to mind. Lord, he must think I’m a total potty mouth and I’m not, I swear I’m not. I just keep forgetting everything today and it drives me nuts. Like I never called Taylor. I really don’t want to send her a text about something work related so I’ll have to call her first thing in the morning.

I turn to Nate. “Is the couch big enough for you?” I know it’s not. It’s a loveseat more than a couch and he’s a tall, muscular guy with a few aching ribs.

“I’ll manage,” he says. “Don’t worry about me. I’ve had much worse. I just need something to eat.”

“Ha!”

“What did I say?”

“You might as well have asked for a million dollars. Or the moon. There’s barely any food in this place. I haven’t eaten myself.”

“That’s no good,” he says with concern.

“There must be something edible in the fridge,” I suggest.

“Do you mind?” he says and takes me by the hand to lead me to the kitchen. He leads us to my bedroom door instead. It’s hard to hide my embarrassment when I realize my bed has not been made in three days. Not to mention the pile of panties and stockings just inside the door.

“Okay, maybe you should be the one leading us,” he says as I close the door to the bedroom.

In the narrow kitchen, I have him sit at the table while I rummage through the pantry and fridge and come up with two eggs, an apple and some borderline expired sliced bread.

“Hah hah!” I say triumphantly as I present my meager loot to him. “What do you have to say now?”

“Honestly?” he says with a chuckle.

“No, this is white lie time,” I say with an exhausted smile.

“I have an idea,” he says as he gets up from the chair and takes the eggs from my hand. “Watch and learn.” He takes a bowl from the dish rack and breaks the eggs, one after the other, with one hand.

***
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IN THE DARK OF MY BEDROOM, I crumple my body up in a ball, knees to my chin. The world is spinning a little faster than I can handle, pulling me along on a ride without my permission.

Should I trust Nate to stay here even when I don’t know what he’s running from? What kind of trouble is he in? It doesn’t matter. It’s one night. Tomorrow I’ll tell him he can’t stay here and that my priorities have shifted.

It’s true. I can’t take care of two broken men at the same time when I can barely take care of myself. It’s reckless.

As I’m falling asleep, I rejoice in the simple pleasure of having Nate’s surprisingly delicious omelet in my belly. My mind wanders to his surprisingly delicious torso. Falling asleep is the most honest time of the day. We’re too exhausted then to fool even ourselves.

He called my books heirlooms from the past. I could not be sure if he was teasing me somehow or truly admiring the books. What kind of person reads the last page of a thriller first?

I suddenly feel incredibly guilty to be thinking about Nate and not Jack.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4
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The door to the hospital lobby slides open as we enter. Jack looks much better on this warm November morning than he did last night when he showed up at my door unexpectedly, key in hand. He’s dressed in a soft beige tweed jacket and pants that go really well with his fair complexion and auburn hair. When he removes his sunglasses in the lobby, I notice his eyes are a bit puffy, but he looks otherwise healthy.

“Okay,” I say. “Where to?”

He takes a piece of paper out of his back pocket and unfolds it slowly. “Level three,” he says. “Diagnostic Imaging and Radiology. Our first stop.”

He squeezes my hand once we’re in the elevator as he starts humming a melody I’ve never heard before. He realizes I’m at a loss and winks at me. “It’s a song I’ve been working on,” he says.

This makes me feel good. We’re in need of some normal conversation. “You’re writing songs again?”

“Well, I wouldn’t call them songs exactly. They’re not complete in any sense of the word, but I have all these ideas in my head that I’d lose if I didn’t give them some kind of form, so that’s what I do.”

Jack has been an accomplished musician since he was barely driving age, churning out punk rock chords and angry lyrics regularly while abusing his guitar strings, until he got so disillusioned with the lack of interest in his various bands and attempts at a recording deal that he put the guitar aside and began taking courses in Management and Organization at USC.
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