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        “I write to escape.

        If I want reality, I’ll step out the front door.”

      

        

      
        —Robin Knight
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      It was going to be a good day.

      I woke up with my heart thumping excitedly against the wall of my chest as I sat bolt upright and threw the Egyptian cotton sheets off me. I slid out of bed, the sun spilling liquid gold over the top of the scrapers and shining in through the floor-to-ceiling windows of my penthouse apartment overlooking Park Avenue. I checked myself in the mirrored wall of my walk-in closet. The new gym regime was working, I looked hotter than Hades. I flexed for myself, showing off my biceps, my pecs, my cock responding with approval.

      As for the scar?

      Hell, I’d gotten good at blocking that out.

      If I turned my head on a certain angle and twisted my torso just so, it was like it wasn’t even there.

      I decided to wear the pale pink Armani shirt with my Sartorio Napoli suit that day. Along with my analog Rolex.

      My Tom Ford cufflinks.

      My brown Italian leather wingtip shoes.

      Yes sir, today was going to be a good fucking day.

      That was the thing about the real estate game in Manhattan. A good day meant more than just good. It could often mean great. I mean, staggeringly, jaw-droppingly, eye-wateringly fucking great. Close a hot deal in Manhattan and your commission could be anywhere north of half a million bucks, which is something I could achieve once every couple of weeks, making me one of the highest-ranking sales agents in the world. And at only twenty-eight, that was no mean fucking feat.

      Of course, the competition was always fierce.

      There was always some slick, sexy-as-fuck newcomer snapping at your heels, trying to steal your clients and hijack your sales. They were, in essence, cheap imitations of me. But it takes a certain je ne sais quoi to be number one.

      My name is Ashton Pryce.

      I’m impossibly single and impressively bilingual.

      According to Forbes Magazine my net worth was a cool two-hundred-and-thirty-six mill U.S.

      I have everything a man could possibly want in life, even though most people think I’m an asshole… and, truth be told, most people would be right.

      Most people also think that when you’re riding high, that’s when you need to worry the most because the only way is down.

      Me… I didn’t see a downside coming at all.

      Nor did I see the downtown bus coming either… the one that sped by me so close it clipped the phone right out of my hand… not until it was way too late.
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      “Portia, listen to me, this is your dream home, and I can stitch this deal together in the next hour, you just have to be willing to throw a little more into the ring. I promise you, you won’t regret it. The only thing you’ll regret is losing this apartment. It’ll be years before a Tribeca penthouse of this caliber comes on the market.”

      I was pushing my way through the crowds of Starbucks-addicted worker drones and clueless tourists that packed the pavement on Fifth Avenue, holding my phone to one ear while I checked my watch with the other, calculating my odds of getting in a workout session before lunch at the Waldorf with that bitcoin billionaire… fuck, what was his name again?… so long as I could close this deal with Portia Sinclair fast enough.

      I was getting more and more irritated with the great unwashed around me, convinced they had plotted together to constantly step in my way, while Portia’s hesitation was beginning to make my blood simmer.

      “I don’t know, Ashton,” she whined over the phone. “Seventeen million is already at the top of my budget.”

      “I thought we agreed on seventeen-point-seven-five. I’ve already put that offer to the vendor.”

      “Oh yes, that’s what I meant.”

      I clenched my jaw. She had more to play with than she was letting on. “Portia, if you nudge the offer up to eighteen-five you can be in by summer. I’ll even cover the catering cost for the housewarming party, I’m personal friends with Pierre-Michel. He can tailor the menu to whatever you like. He’ll even design something gorgeously gourmet for Bentley.”

      “Did you hear that Bentley?” Portia said in a baby voice. I knew she wasn’t talking to me, but rather to her fluffy white Shih Tzu which she carried everywhere. She followed it up with a sigh. “Let me think about it, Ashton.”

      “Think too long and somebody else will snap that place up, Portia. That’s a mistake you don’t want to live with.”

      “I’ll call you by two this afternoon.”

      “With a decision.”

      “Yes, with a decision. I have to go Ashton, Bentley needs to poopy.”

      Portia ended the call and under my breath I hissed, “Jesus, I’m gonna need to fuck her… again.”

      I hated the thought of it. Women weren’t exactly my type, the only thing that made Portia Sinclair remotely palatable was her bank account. I checked my watch again. Fuck, this supposedly great day was already slipping away from me.

      I dialed Bailey, my PA, to find out bitcoin’s name when a braindead fucking sightseer stepped straight in front of me. I slammed into him and almost dropped my phone, my entire life, in the gutter.

      I juggled it, trying to catch it.

      I stepped off the curb.

      I caught hold of the phone, just as someone caught hold of the back of my Napoli jacket and yanked me backward— hard— just as the blast of a horn and a whoosh of wind filled my senses.

      I saw nothing but a blur of colors inches in front of my eyes.

      I felt an almost gentle clip on the tips of my fingers and my phone was gone.

      I stumbled backwards, my ass hitting the pavement as people gathered around me in shock.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a jogger wearing a black hoodie with blue angel wings printed on the back. He pushed his way through the crowd and vanished.

      I blinked, dazed, not sure what had just happened until someone cried out, “He’s bleeding. Did he get hit?”

      I looked down to see the tops of two fingers spurting blood… all over my fucking Sartorio Napoli suit.

      That’s when everything went woozy.

      My head started to spin.

      I felt sick to my stomach.

      And before I could finish uttering “Where’s my fuckin pho—” the world went black.

      Pitch.

      Fucking.

      Black.
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      It was going to be a bad day.

      I knew it from the get-go, even though it was Ashton’s birthday. Perhaps that’s why I had such a bad feeling about it.

      I wanted everything to be perfect for him.

      I wanted him to pull together the Portia Sinclair deal and celebrate his success.

      And more than anything, I wanted him to celebrate it with me.

      But there were too many moving parts to the day that made me nervous as hell, not to mention the fact that the new guy was supposed to start.

      Correction— he wasn’t just any new guy.

      His name was Jax Lockhart.

      Surely it couldn’t be the Jax Lockhart… my first kiss, my first crush… my first love.

      I wasn’t certain my heart could take it if it was him.

      Surely there was more than one Jax Lockhart in the world.

      I’d heard a rumor that he was from the west coast.

      Maybe he was nothing like the boy I’d fallen in love with all those years ago, my back pressed against the wall of the old storage house, out of sight from everyone else at the orphanage…

      His lips soft…

      His touch strong and protective…

      My heart beating out of tune in my chest, struggling not to burst then and there.

      No, it must have been a different Jax Lockhart.

      “It can’t be him. It can’t be the same one,” I told myself, faking the confidence in my voice as I hurriedly tied my best tie in front of the hallstand mirror by the front door of the small, plant-filled, three-bedroom apartment I shared with Grammy.

      “Who are you talking to now?” Grammy asked from across the living room, somewhat amused as she put the finishing touches on the glass terrarium she had so painstakingly made for me to give to Ashton. “You’re always chit-chit-chattering away to yourself, you know that? You’ve done it ever since you became part of our family.”

      “Yes, Grammy. I know, I know. I can’t help it; it keeps me grounded.”

      As the sun appeared and shone through the lace-curtained window behind her, spilling over the streets of Queens, Grammy laughed from her place at the table. “Bailey Campbell, you may need shoes without holes in the bottom of them; you may need suit jackets other than your father’s, ones that don’t need taking in and a readjusting of the hems; you may need a few more meals in a week than you’re willing to eat. You may be in need of many things, my boy, but grounding is not one of them.”

      I smiled, and while I was still fiddling with my tie, I crossed the room and kissed her on the top of the head. “I need you, I know that much. And that terrarium is looking amazing.”

      “The trick is to get the foundation just right. The different sands and pebbles in the bottom, that’s where I like to get creative. A little diversity goes a long way. Then, once the succulents and cacti and patches of moss go in the top… that’s the plants’ chance to create their own type of art. You never know what might blossom.” With a pair of tweezers she finished arranging the last stone around the plants and added, “It’s beauty and life in one small, safe space.”

      I smiled. “It’s perfection, that’s what it is. Thank you!” I reached for it and said, “May I?”

      “Pick it up? Of course you can, Bailey.”

      I clasped my hands around the fragile little ecosystem, only to tip it toward me too far.

      Several pebbles rolled out of place.

      “Oh, oh, oh!” I panicked.

      Quickly I set it back down.

      Grammy only laughed. “It’s alright, it’s fixable. Everything in life is… if you know how to fix it.”

      She picked up her tweezers again and before I knew it— “Voila! All fixed. I hope your boss likes it.”

      I hoped the same, but to be truthful, I wasn’t even sure he was going to notice it. “He’s going to love it,” I said optimistically.

      “He’s something special to you, isn’t he,” Grammy commented, patting my perfectly tied tie.

      I blushed and shrugged. “He’s… I… There’s something about him. Something I’ve never really been able to put my finger on. I guess ‘special’ is as good a word as any.”

      “Well if you think he’s special, I hope he treats you special in return.”

      There wasn’t an answer for that, at least not yet, at least not an honest one that Grammy would accept.

      “Oh!” she said, remembering something. “I forgot the piece de resistance!” From a shelf she fetched a jar full of seashells. Picking up her tweezers she took three of the prettiest shells she could find and carefully placed them in the terrarium. “These are the special ones, from that trip to Coney Island when you were younger. It was our first family outing together, do you remember? You stayed on the beach all day that day, as though you were looking for more than just seashells.”

      I nodded.

      The fact was, I’d never forget that day.

      I hadn’t been long out of the orphanage.

      I remembered getting sunburnt.

      I remembered the rattle of the faraway rollercoaster.

      I remembered some beachgoer’s radio playing Linda Ronstadt’s Long, Long Time.

      And yes… I remembered looking for more than just seashells.

      I quickly pushed the memory away and kissed her again. “I’ve gotta go otherwise I’ll miss my train.”

      “Let me box this up for you. I think I have an old shoebox it’ll fit in if we stand it up just right.”

      Grammy rose a little rickety and I helped her up out of her chair.

      She was my adoptive grandmother, but I loved her like she was my own, and I knew she loved me back the same way. We were all we had left in the world. My adoptive parents— Grammy’s daughter and son-in-law— had died five years earlier in a car wreck that left me and Grammy to pick up the pieces…

      To make our little apartment in Queens our own…

      To get on with things… and find our own sense of beauty and life in this small, safe space… just the two of us.

      “Hurry, or you’ll miss your train,” she said, packing the terrarium carefully into the upstanding shoebox and tying it with an old piece of string to keep it safe. “I just know he’s going to love it.”

      I held the box as tightly as I could and kissed her on the cheek. “Me too, Grammy. Me too.”
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      The train rattled and bounced as I held onto the shoebox for dear life, keeping it safe in my lap as we rambled into the subway station.

      With my work satchel under one arm and the shoebox under the other, I swiped myself into the Vanquest Realty building, caught the elevator to the eighteenth floor and cautiously made my way past the cleaner mopping the shiny tiled floor, bidding him good morning as I concentrated on not ending up on my ass with shattered pieces of terrarium in a shoebox.

      I made my way through the empty office, yet again the first one on deck.

      I swiped my key card once again to access Ashton’s office.

      I took the terrarium out of the box and placed it carefully at one end of my boss’s immaculately clean desk when suddenly⁠—

      “Oh shit… the birthday card. Fuck!”

      I’d left it at home.

      It was too far to go back and get it now.

      Never mind, I’d done a shit job of writing inside it anyway. Cards were not my forte, especially for Ashton. When it came to acting calm and collected in front of him, I found the best approach was to keep things professional. As soon as they became personal— like a birthday card— I seemed to lose all ability to hold my shit together. I was never one for expressing my feelings with any clarity, and in the end, I’d simply written inside the card: Happy Birthday Ashton.

      Surely, I could summon up the capacity to utter those words in person without screwing it up.

      Then again…

      “Bailey?”

      I almost jumped out of my skin.

      I almost knocked the terrarium off the desk.

      I spun about to see Miriam, Victor Vanquest’s PA.

      “Jesus, Miriam. You scared the hell out of me. What are you doing in so early?”

      “Victor called me in. Haven’t you heard?”

      “Heard what?”

      “Ashton… he’s been in some sort of accident.”

      My heart fell to the pit of my stomach. “Oh my God. No.”
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      “Ashton? Ashton!”

      It was Bailey’s voice.

      I opened my groggy eyes, and in a feeble voice I asked, “Did you call the dry cleaner yet? If the blood stays on the suit too long, he’ll never get the stain out.”

      “Ashton, you lost the top of two fingers!”

      “You were lucky,” said another voice. “You could have lost your life.”

      I blinked back the dazed feeling and forced myself to pull focus and pull my shit together. Standing next to Bailey was a doctor wearing a white gown and a stethoscope around her neck.

      “Where am I?” I asked, piecing together the answer myself as I processed the commotion of a hospital emergency ward.

      “You’re in the hospital,” said the doctor. “You had quite a scare on Fifth Avenue this morning.”

      “Thank you for your help, but I really don’t have time for this. I’d like to discharge myself, thank you Doctor…” I looked at her name tag, “… Doctor Ross. I have a lunch appointment with…” I looked at Bailey and asked, “What the fuck is the bitcoin billionaire’s name?”

      “Rudenko. Alexi Rudenko.”

      “That’s him,” I said, raising my hand and pointing to the air with one finger, only to see the bandage encasing my index and middle finger. “What the fuck?”

      “As your colleague pointed out earlier, Mr. Pryce, you’ve lost the top of two of your fingers. Only a millimeter or so, but enough to require extensive bandaging.”

      “What the fuck? Are you serious?”

      “Don’t worry, the skin will heal over. But it’ll take time and it may become very uncomfortable, if not painful, at times. We’ll give you some drugs for that, but first I’d like to discuss your blood pressure.”

      “My blood pressure. What’s wrong with my blood pressure? I’m perfectly fine. I run six miles in less than forty minutes every night on the treadmill.”

      “Maybe you should bring that down a notch. I’m not saying give up the exercise altogether. All I’m saying is, you need to reduce your blood pressure considerably. Do you ever wake up with a pounding in your chest?”

      “Every morning. That’s just the adrenaline kicking in. I have quite a high-powered job.”

      “Very high-powered,” agreed Bailey obediently.

      “Well, I think you need to let out some of the steam,” said Doctor Ross. “I’m prescribing you a course of blood pressure medication as well as some blood thinners, in case there’s any risk of a clot happening.”

      “Clot? I’m twenty-eight… not eighty-eight.”

      “Mr. Pryce, with a condition like yours we need to bring those stress levels down and ensure you’re monitoring your heart properly. You may just need more of a work-life balance. Do you have any hobbies?”

      I looked at her, somewhat puzzled for a moment, then burst out laughing. “Hobbies? Hobbies! Doctor Ross, I stay out every night until well past two in the morning, wining and dining potential clients and closing deals before waking up to my six o’clock alarm and doing it all over again, every day, seven days a week, fifty-two weeks of the year. If that doesn’t answer your question, let me make it simple for you: no, I don’t have any damn hobbies.”

      Doctor Ross paused patiently, as though watching and waiting for my temperature gage to drop before saying, “Well, perhaps you should consider it. Otherwise, it won’t be a bus that kills you.”

      “Doctor, I intend to live for a long, long time. My calendar is far too full for blood clots and mishaps.”

      “Mishaps? Mr. Pryce, I don’t think you’re quite grasping the gravity of what happened to you this morning. You almost died. According to witnesses, you stepped out in front of a bus. If not for a passing jogger pulling you off the street, there’s no way you would have survived the impact of the bus.”

      “With all due respect, doctor, this is not my first second-chance.”

      Doctor Ross looked from me to Bailey and back again. “Are you sure you want to have this conversation now?”

      I paused, gave Bailey a discreet glance and said to him, “Would you mind giving Doctor Ross and myself a moment?”

      “Of course,” he said, no doubt relieved to back out of the chaotic emergency room for a few minutes.

      As soon as he was gone, Doctor Ross lowered the sheet covering me to reveal the scar running down the middle of my chest. “Mr. Pryce, I’m a doctor, I’m well aware of what this scar means. As soon as I saw it, I checked your medical records. Have you been taking your immunosuppressants?”

      I sighed with annoyance. “I haven’t had a chance to get the script refilled.”

      “You were given those drugs for a reason. If you don’t keep up the immunosuppressants your immune system will detect the foreign organ inside you and attack it. Mr. Pryce, you must take your medication. I cannot impress this upon you enough— you’re already living on borrowed time. You cannot continue living and working at the pace you are. A blood clot, an infection, a stroke, a cardiac arrest, any myriad of possible deaths are knocking at your door. You must slow down, or I guarantee you will not live to see another year. Do you understand me?”

      “Thanks for the lecture, but when I was given this second chance, I made myself a promise to live life to the fullest.”

      “And you can. And you should! But there’s a difference between meeting life’s potential and burning yourself out to make every dollar you can. A big difference.”

      “My late father would disagree. And he was a hard man to disagree with.”

      “I don’t care what your late father would think. All I care about is making sure we don’t see you back here in the ER in the near future. Or the distant future. You can live a long and happy life, but the keyword in that sentence is happy. Find something to do that makes you happy.”

      “Earning money makes me happy.”

      “I mean something that doesn’t come with a price tag that could cost you your life. Pick up knitting, sail model boats in Central Park, find a charity to work for in your spare time.”

      I laughed again. “Spare time? Doctor, I don’t have any spare time.”

      “Then find some. What’s the point of a second chance if you blow it? I promise you, you won’t get a third. I’ll get you those meds and organize your discharge. Just promise me you’ll rethink… everything!”

      Doctor Ross pulled the privacy curtain aside and joined the controlled chaos of the emergency ward.

      I looked at my right hand, my two fingers bound tighter than a mummy in a sarcophagus.

      I noticed my phone was nowhere to be seen and realized— “Fuck!”— it was a casualty of the bus incident, probably lying in a million scattered pieces on Fifth Avenue right now. I would need to contact Portia ASAP and let her know she’d need to call Bailey with her final offer. I’d need to change suits, which was lucky I kept a few spares at the office, so I could still make my lunch meeting with Rudenko. I’d need to call Leo Goldstein, the plastic surgeon I sold a brownstone to last year, to see what he could do about my fingers. Oh, and I’d seriously have to bring forward next weekend’s appointment with Enrico, my masseur. If anyone needed some stress release pronto it was me. Hell, it was practically doctor’s order. For another hundred I’d get a happy ending too.

      The thought of handsome Enrico doing what he did best made me smile…

      Until another visual came into my head.

      The jogger in the black hoodie.

      The man who had pulled me back from the brink of death.

      The man who had saved my life.

      Who was he?

      Where did he come from?

      How did he know I was one step away from death at that moment.

      Was he some kind of angel… or just a guy who saw disaster coming, stopped it, and simply went on his way?

      Perhaps I’d never know.
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      I had to take a seat in a side corridor of the emergency ward. The sight of Ashton laying helpless in that bed… heck, the thought of him almost being killed by a bus… it made me sick to my stomach.

      What would I do if anything happened to Ashton?

      I know most people thought he was a total jerk— and I know if Grammy ever saw the way he constantly brushed me off she’d give him a piece of her mind— but there was something mesmerizing, something irresistible, something utterly spellbinding about my handsome, bossy boss that lured me like a deer in the headlights.

      “Mr. Campbell?”

      I looked up to see Doctor Ross approaching me.

      She took a seat beside me before I could stand to greet her, which was a good thing because my knees were feeling kinda weak after the morning’s events.

      “Doctor, thank you for looking after Ashton.”

      “I’m happy to help, but I can only do so much. It’s imperative that Mr. Pryce slows down.”

      “He’s an over-achiever, there’s no denying that.”

      “Mr. Campbell, there’s a difference between achieving your goals and working yourself to death, and I mean that in a very literal sense. Clearly Mr. Pryce is burning the candle at both ends and pushing himself way too hard, but given his condition, if he doesn’t stop, I may not be able to help at all next time.”

      “His condition?”

      She gave me a quizzical look. “I’m sorry, I assumed you were somewhat close.”

      “We are. I mean, he’s my boss. But we’re close, absolutely.”

      By the look on the doctor’s face, I could see she was thinking— Not close enough.

      “You were talking about his condition,” I pressed, a little desperately, I’ll admit. “What is it?”

      Too late. The wall had already gone up. Doctor Ross stood. “I’m sorry, I thought you were aware. But if Mr. Pryce hasn’t told you, I can’t disclose it. Doctor-patient privilege, you understand.”

      “But the pills you gave him… surely they’ll help him, right? That’s why you’ve prescribed them.”

      “All I can say is, Mr. Pryce needs to change his lifestyle completely if he wants to live. If you’re as close as you say, I suggest you help him in any way you can. Convince him to slow down.”

      She began to walk away.

      My legs finally found their strength. I stood and called after her, “Doctor, are you sure you can’t tell me what’s wrong with him?”

      Doctor Ross paused and suggested, “Perhaps you should ask him yourself.”
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