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Prologue

 

My mind is my prison, a prison I tried to escape from the first time I realized it. When I couldn't escape, I screamed. Sometimes those around me could hear me. Other times they stared at me as if they didn't know me at all. How could they? I didn't know who I was myself.

I searched endlessly inside my prison for some sign of recognition or familiarity, but so often everything changed. At once, I could do anything and everything. I could be anyone and make all love me with my charm and wit. I said all the right things. I did all the right things. Nothing could ever go wrong, so I could easily believe.

All at once the ideas that had made me so powerful and irresistible came too fast. There were too many of them to form anything except a blinding noise in my head that made me cower in the darkness of my prison. Suddenly nothing remained amusing. And those who loved me began to look at me with fear in their eyes, claiming their apprehension was for me, not of me. But I knew the truth.

I was again trapped forever in my prison with the light coming only faintly, as though from a distant tunnel I'd never reach.

"Undress for me."

His voice... Nothing resembling seduction. A demon. My personal demon who kept me paralyzed under his gun. I couldn't find him. I smelled death--his decay, his sickness. I closed my eyes against the horror. The light appeared and grew stronger, blinding me, and it was almost more terrifying than what waited outside.

The end of the road means the beginning of new life for you...

"I'm dying, and you're my soul mate. We'll be together forever. Do you care if you die, my sweet?"

I hated him. That hatred filled me until I thought I'd shatter into a million pieces as he drew the cold steel across my breast to my heart. Then he released the safety.

"We're meant to be together. In life. And in death."

When he pulled the trigger, I faded into the black.

Someday I'll come to you in night. And my voice won't be a scream that wakes you. It'll be a whisper that will slowly break you...

Life and light slammed me into reality. Back to his body, impossibly heavy over me. Stickiness between us. On me. I waited for a heartbeat, but all I heard was my own. For the first time, I wanted to live. Not die. Not fade away into peace. I knew God had given me a second chance. He was all I'd ever need.

Those thoughts lifted me and carried me toward the blinding light.

But I was in a prison, and when I woke to find my prison door thrown open, I cowered in the corner of my dark cell instead until, like a newborn baby bird, I heard his voice. And I followed it into the light.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

"Freezing in here again," Gregg Stevens' brother commented, noting the central air unit's ongoing temperature regulation problems, when he entered his office at Wayward Angels. "You've got an appointment at a quarter after twelve?"

Gregg nodded. On his desk was a short stack of files that he closed one by one and set in a pile to the side. One of his own songs came on the radio, and he quickly turned it off. As long as his songs weren't played, the radio never went off until he left for the day. "I'm hoping to hire someone to fix all the things that keep breaking down around here."

Craig had come unusually early for lunch, but Gregg knew to expect that, just like he could always expect his brother to end up finding fault in everything he did, everything he said. And, sooner or later, their conversation would turn to Christie Renata Zondervan, Craig's pet artist, signed to his Contemporary Christian record label, Mission Records. 

Gregg had co-produced and co-written her second album--a bestseller that'd won her countless awards. Like an idiot, Gregg had gotten involved with her romantically earlier in the year. As soon as he realized she was falling for him, he broke it off. Despite the length of time since then and how he and Christie had moved on with their lives, his brother remained fixated on the inappropriateness of the relationship.

"Can the shelter afford that?" Craig said, his frown revealing a multitude of questions he didn't need to voice. 

Located in Milwaukee's Inner City, Wayward Angels shelters provided services for teenagers. Wayward Angels for Girls helped pregnant and drug-addicted teens learn how to live productive lives through the Jumpstart Program. They were given a place to live and training they could use to make a life for themselves when they left. Almost two years ago, Gregg had opened its counterpart, Wayward Angels for Boys, which focused on troubled young males--drug addicts, law breakers, the abused and the lost. It also used the Jumpstart Program to help the boys learn how to live productive lives through adequate training that could lead to a job.

Under Gregg's supervision in the last year, the number of volunteers had tripled and their donations had skyrocketed, so he and his friends no longer paid for most of the programs out of their own pockets. In addition to the regular shelter and services, they now offered a full-time medical clinic with psychiatric staff, and an outreach program to the local schools. Colleges and tech schools provided free education programs to the kids checked into the shelter, and local businesses regularly joined the cause by giving generous trial-period jobs to those who completed the training. Gregg's involvement covered every aspect of the shelter, and, as many had said, he'd found his calling in life, apart from the musical career he'd spent a lifetime pursuing without contentment.

Gregg shrugged. "I'll be paying the person I hire out of my pocket. We're only looking at a few hours a day. Volunteer salary."

At six foot two, with dark hair and eyes, the brothers were often told how much alike they looked--and how unlike their personalities actually were. Gregg wondered sometimes if Craig wore his always-pressed trousers and fancy, white-button shirts to play racquetball. From the top of his well-trimmed head to his polished shoes, his older brother looked elegantly uptight.

Craig pulled out the chair in front of the functional desk, then sat back in a relaxed position. Gregg knew he qualified as anything but. The drill was about to begin.

"So who is this person you're interviewing?" Craig said, his tone smooth and unruffled.

Leaning on one padded arm of his chair, Gregg stretched his long legs out in front of him. This next reaction ought to be fun to watch. "Not sure. She said she saw the ad in the paper this morning and called. She's the first who's responded. Probably the last, too. I doubt too many'll be interested in a job like this. Not enough hours and little more than minimum wage."

Craig sat forward. His eyes all but bugged out when he demanded. "She?"

"Yeah, she." Gregg fought a grin he felt rising inside him. "Wrap your small mind around the fact that some women have more mechanical skills than us, big brother."

Onyx eyes narrowed, Craig refused to respond. "What kind of experience has she had?"

"She said she could fix anything."

A hoot of incredulity escaped Craig. "You don't find that vague?"

Gregg couldn't help wondering what made a person set himself against something before he knew anything about it. "I figured I'd interview her in person instead of the phone. That's usually how it's done. I didn't get a chance to call you to tell you we'd have to skip lunch today." He flipped the radio back on.

One of Christie's older songs was playing, and for an instant, his brother seemed immobilized by the sound of her voice. Then he shook his head as if he'd been in a trance. "Maybe I'll stick around. I have experience hiring mechanics."

After completing college and seminary in Chicago, Craig had come to Milwaukee and started Mission Records. He owned his own business, yeah, but Gregg knew he just wanted to stick his nose in where it wasn't needed or wanted. Craig did a lot of volunteer work for Wayward Angels himself, but he didn't hold an official position. Not that it stopped him from constantly telling Gregg the best way to run the place. Namely, his way.

You're unbelievable. Nothing I do will ever make you give me any credit. You'll never see me as anything but a loser who threw his life away until two years ago. Might as well have some fun with you, if I can't win your approval.

Gregg stood and gathered the files he'd just signed off on. As he opened his office door and dropped them into the bin attached to the door--where Chad, the administrative assistant could pick them up easily as he moved from office to office--he said casually, "So how are album sales?"

He turned back in time to see the look of uncertainty that always came over his brother's face at the mention of his business. Christie's first album, produced by Craig, had made a minor splash. The rest of his artists couldn't be considered well-known. Christie's second record, with Gregg's help, flew to the top of the charts. Along with Gregg's own first Christian album, Someday You'll Need Me, the two releases put Craig's record label on the map and made him a fair amount of money. But Christie hadn't made an album since, and Gregg had withdrawn from music entirely after his first Christian album sent him down paths he'd never wanted to take again. Without Gregg involved, his brother's company declined once more, not that he'd ever acknowledge Gregg's hand in his own success.

"It's a slow time of year for album sales," Craig offered.

Gregg shrugged, flipping through the stack of messages Chad delivered earlier and he hadn't looked at yet. "I wouldn't know. I never had a problem with slow sales."

His first few albums, in the bluesy rock style he loved, had broken just about every record in existence for sales. To date, they still sold in droves, though he'd left behind his music career long ago. He'd walked away at a time when he'd essentially been on top of his game the world over. Craig had tried fruitlessly to get him to make a Christian album for a long time, and, when Gregg finally agreed, his fans seemed to have been waiting anxiously for it. But he'd realized he couldn't serve the Lord and make music. One way or another, the music lifestyle always messed him up.

Clearly unhappy with Gregg's unconcerned jab, Craig stood, walking over to the window overlooking the parking lot. The awkward silence gave Gregg a twinge of guilt. His brother had spent a lifetime compulsively doing the right thing, a practice that no doubt made him an expert at finding fault in everyone around him. Gregg could easily be considered an easy target for fault-finding. He'd made every mistake in the book at least a hundred times, in full view of the world. Gregg put up with the subtle criticism. Craig's inexperience in the ways of the world provided him the opportunity to tease his brother mercilessly--a fair trade, some might say.

"Were you in love with her at any point?" Craig demanded, under this breath.

Christie. Gregg had been waiting for her to become the topic of conversation. "In love with who?" he said.

Craig sent a sigh of exasperation over his shoulder. "Christie. Exactly how many women have you been with in the last few months that you don't know who I mean?"

Gregg dropped the messages on his desk. He'd have to turn this topic around before he seriously lost all interest in talking to Craig today.

"You dated Christie for quite a while," Craig continued. "Why would you do that if you weren't in love with her?"

"We didn't date. We saw a lot of each other because of her album, but we didn't get involved until after its release." Why am I explaining this? Much rather dispatch him and get on with the lady mechanic interview...except she's not here yet. Anything's more interesting than this anyway.

Craig turned on him, fury straining his expression. "You slept with her! Why would you do that if you didn't love her?"

And why does he make it so easy to taunt him? "Have you ever seen a woman aroused, Craig? They get all pliant, like a cat. Sometimes they actually purr. And then they get aggressive--"

"I don't want to hear this!" Craig insisted like a haughty old woman.

"Then what do you want to hear? That I seduced her? I know it's what you believe. Sorry to burst your bubble, big brother, but the sexual thing between us was initiated by her, every damn time."

Craig snorted. "She was a virgin."

Gregg shook his head, not bothering to look at his brother. "Here we go again. Like I've told you at least a billion times already, I didn't know she was a virgin."

"How could you not know?"

"I've lost count how many times I've said this part, too," Gregg muttered, sweeping the loose papers on his desk into a side drawer, where he could take care of them later. "You don't always know. She wanted it. Have you see this woman, man? Have you ever really looked at her? She's gorgeous. She's any man's fantasy. She was all over me every time we were alone together in a room."

Craig's face had gone blood red.

Might as well finish this and make it good. "What would you do if she put her hands on you? Would you have the strength to say no to what's freely being offered?"

Craig turned away again to look out the window.

Gregg snorted. "You'd think she was your sister the way you protect her honor. We broke up months ago. Why can't you let it go? We both have."

When he finished clearing off his desk, he noticed that his brother's color hadn't returned to normal. Gregg couldn't decide if Craig's reaction stemmed from embarrassment or if he was just seriously POed.

Gregg couldn't help his chuckle. "Have you ever kissed a woman, Craig? I mean, really kissed? And MaryAnn Post knocking you down and forcing herself on you doesn't count."

Craig shook his head. "There's no point to this conversation. I'll be back later and we can do a late lunch."

So they could go over this bull all over again, Gregg knew, watching his brother stalk out of his office and shut the door hard behind him.

Why couldn't Craig let it go? Christie was his pet protégé. Everybody knew that. He'd put a huge chunk of his financial resources, his company's reputation behind her career.

Gregg's mind played over the tender way Craig treated Christie whenever the two of them were together, the soft way he talked to her, more often than not tripping over his own tongue. The way he could barely get himself to look at her, despite the fact that they'd worked so closely in the five years they'd known each other. They should have been comfortable enough to eat off the same plate. Either making an album together made you grow sick to death of each other, or forged a closer relationship. In Craig and Christie's case, it was a closer relationship that had obviously made Craig overprotective of her.

Unless...

The realization came into Gregg's mind out of thin air but floored him nevertheless. Unless his brother had a thing for her himself.

He dropped heavily into his chair, chuckling at his own stupidity. So obvious now. Why else would Craig spend so much time upset about history? The animosity must spring from Craig's natural intolerance, and his unwillingness to allow Gregg to backslide into his old, heathen ways. Now he knew the problem came about because his brother was too chicken to admit he loved the woman.

Though Craig didn't know it, Gregg had beaten himself up about his inappropriate relationship with Christie for a long time. But their relationship had never gone as far as Craig assumed, and Gregg refused to relieve him of the assumption because it'd been so much fun to tease him.

Truthfully, Gregg had found himself in a bad place at that time, and his resistance to Christie's sweet but surprisingly aggressive seductions had been almost nil the last two times they'd gotten together. After almost a year of celibacy, of avoiding all of his old addictions, of trying to follow Christ cold-turkey in thirty-three years of a godless life, he'd felt both lonely and unsure of himself. He and Christie had gone too far, yes, but it hadn't gone anywhere near as far as it would have in the past. 

The only way to move forward in his walk with the Lord came down to asking for forgiveness, cleansing and strength before letting go. The alternative was turning his back on Jesus. That Gregg couldn't do. He and Christie remained friends, but tension and awkwardness reigned whenever they saw each other. She seemed justifiably embarrassed about the whole thing now and clearly regretted her boldness. He had tried to put it behind him by acting like nothing had happened since.

How long had Craig had feelings for Christie? From the start? Remembering how upset his brother had been each time Gregg mentioned seeing her outside the recording studio, he could only guess Craig had been in love with her for a long time. Ironically, Craig had suggested the two of them work together in the first place. Craig had entertained ideas about Gregg getting into Christian music since the day he'd left his secular music career behind, but Craig had obviously never considered Christie's album might lead to more between them.

Another mistake that'll have more ramifications than just the surface ones, Gregg acknowledged.

He'd explain the truth of what had happened between him and Christie to Craig when he came back, but at the moment he had an interview to prepare for.
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"You have an appointment soon, don't you?"

Stormie Knight's father's voice floated down to where she lay on a mechanic's dolly under one of his cars, and she rolled herself out just enough to see him. He stood beside the car on the cobblestone parkway, wearing an impeccably clean silver suit, with every gray hair in place and the usual grim expression on his lined face. Obviously, he'd come home for lunch to check up on her again.

He glared at the broken body of her Geo Storm, also on the driveway. "What do you plan to do with that heap of junk?" he said, not for the first time since it'd been towed here.

"Fix it. Restore it."

"When?"

She couldn't think about that now and murmured, "Soon. What time is it?"

"Noon."

Stormie let out a cry of dismay. "I'm late. I'll be late." She rolled out the rest of the way and jumped to her feet. Her stomach growled insistently. She should have recognized her hunger before, but she'd gotten so into rebuilding the engine, nothing had penetrated. Not even the possibility of meeting Gregg Stevens--the Gregg Stevens, her idol for more years than she could remember.

Frantically, she tried to wipe away the excessive grease on her hands with an equally greasy rag, ignoring her father's unvoiced-for-the-moment disapproval. "This car won't be taking you anywhere."

The idea of taking one of his, taking charity from him, didn't appeal to her at all. She didn't have time to argue today. When he held up a set of keys to one of his cars, she shook her head.

Motioning toward her face, he said, "You should really think about cleaning up."

She didn't have time--for the lecture, or for cleaning up. She ran into the house. She didn't have time for any more than to get out of the grease-covered coveralls she wore over a pair of baggy overall shorts and a yellow tank top. Though it was early November, the weather had been unseasonably warm, and she sweated profusely whenever she worked under a car.

In her bedroom, still stuck in the past with her posters of rock stars, an explosion stuffed animals collected over a lifetime, a variety of musical instruments and black curtains, she shucked her shoes and the coveralls quickly. She'd just moved back into her father's house a few weeks ago, but the piles of accumulated clothing looked natural enough to have been there forever.

Struggling to get her shoes back on, she realized she'd forgotten to put on underwear again that morning. And she didn't have time to put any on, since it'd require undressing and re-dressing. She had less than fifteen minutes now, and the Wayward Angels shelter was over on the Northside. Who would notice anyway?

In the mirror, she saw her hair and she lunged closer with a gasp of shock. Her hand went to take out the messy ponytail at the top of her head, and then she remembered she'd put the ponytail in right after her shower without bothering to dry her hair first. If she took the ponytail out now, she'd look like a complete psycho.

Lowering her hand, she saw the grease coating it. What she wouldn't give to wash her hands, but she had to go.

Grabbing the keys to her Harley--the only vehicle she'd ever bought with her own money; the only one that hadn't been destroyed--she ran down the elaborate, winding staircase in the mansion she'd grown up in. She felt a familiar irritation at seeing her father waiting for her at the marbled floor at the bottom. She went right past him, out to the seven-car garage. He followed her out, watching her toss a small tool box and belt into the saddlebags. "Don't you think you should give yourself more time, Stormie?" he said. "First you disappear for how many months without a word where you were..."

Her reach for her wraparound shades stalled. She waited for it. She waited expectantly for "again", but he surprised her when he didn't say it.

"And then I get a phone call from the New York police, saying you were in a car accident and Laredo was dead--"

She wheeled on him, close enough to smell his expensive aftershave. "I told you I didn't ever want to talk about that again, old man."

His expression revealed no repentance, let alone acquiescence. Her father never showed either emotion in his interactions with her. But his lectures came more and more often since her return, and she'd tired of it. After thirty-one years, she'd had more than her fill of his condemnation.

She jumped on her bike and sped away, scolding herself for not planning her morning better. This job felt like an answer to prayer for her, a step toward the light, and she wanted it. Strange and new as the Christian stuff was in her life, she couldn't deny that this job felt like her destiny. Maybe someday she'd be free because of this opportunity. Someday she could fly from her prison forever.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Craig returned without apology only minutes before Chad paged Gregg to inform him of his interviewee's arrival--more than fifteen minutes late.

"Walk down with me," Gregg said before his brother could say a word. He couldn't wait to call Craig out on the carpet about his feelings for Christie. They walked through the office door in single file, then side by side down the white-from-floor-to-ceiling hall. The thin carpet muffled their footsteps. "So how long have you been in love with Christie?" Gregg said.

Craig reared back in shock, a satisfying reaction, to say the least. Yet he said nothing to refute Gregg's assumption. His silence spoke volumes.

"You know, if you'd told me sooner, I would have ended the relationship before it started."

Glaring, Craig said under his breath, "You should have married her before...before you became intimate with her."

No way would Gregg go through all that again. "Why didn't you tell me? And why don't you tell her?"

A strange expression passed over Craig's clean-shaven face. "I..." He trailed off, then shook his head. "It's not that simple."

Gregg gave him one of his sidewinder grins. "Not that hard either, brother."

"She thinks of me like a brother." Craig sighed. "She'd never see me like anyone else."

"You won't know that for sure until you tell her. Maybe she feels the same way."

"Not likely. Whether you'll admit it to yourself or not, Gregg, she's still in love with you."

They neared the front of the building. Gregg caught Craig's arm and pulled him face-to-face. "Look," he said in a low voice, "you think she's in love with me, but she's just embarrassed about what happened. You don't want to hear this, but she seduced me. The first time she tried, I left before it went too far. The second time...well, it wasn't as easy to walk away, but the fact is, nothing happened. Nothing life-altering anyway. The phone rang, and I basically came to my senses. I knew I couldn't go through with it. I broke it off with her. Told her I couldn't see her anymore. So she's intact, brother. I didn't take anything away from her, beyond her belief that our relationship would be long-term."

Craig stared as if trying to find the truth in Gregg's eyes. The look of shock and disbelief on his brother's face wasn't surprising. His brother had determined long ago to believe the worst of him.

Frustrated, Gregg pushed himself away from the wall and left. He knew in a minute or two, his brother would follow him. And I'll go out of my way to ignore him.

A woman stood in the reception area, obviously pretending interest in the awards hanging behind the horseshoe-shaped desk. Every male sense he possessed came to full-borne life. Even in profile, she was infinitely noticeable. 

She had to be at least five-foot-eleven, trim, but not without a multitude of curves she didn't bother to hide in baggy overall shorts. The sides of the overalls dipped low on her smooth, bare hips. A tank top stretched taut across her full breasts, and, even beneath the denim, he could see she wasn't wearing a bra. Central air kicked in. The place practically got cold enough to put frost on the windows. She shivered, crossing her arms to hide her chills.

She's not here to be ogled, Gregg reminded himself. 

Gregg couldn't help his smile at the grease smeared on her arms, her legs, even her face. Her nervousness, and her obvious lack of any preparation for this interview appealed to him. Her messy blonde hair was pulled up on top of her head like a waterspout. Who wouldn't find her adorable?

As she turned, one overall strap slipped enticingly down her arm. Craig joined them at that moment. Gregg wondered at her age. At least thirty, he guessed, despite the oblivious, little-girl cuteness about her.

"Talk about dressing the part," Craig muttered under his breath.

Gregg looked at his brother, seeing disapproval and embarrassment on his features. She pulled the strap back up on her shoulder while muttering something under her breath, too. 

Gregg could almost swear she'd said, "It is you."

Even now, years after he'd given up his career, he continued to make headlines. He'd acquired his own private, unwanted paparazzi because of time spent providing all the fodder society needed to stay happily scandalized. She had to know he'd opened this place after giving up his music career.

Gregg held out his hand to her. "I'm Gregg Stevens. This is my brother Craig, and Chad, our administrative assistant and resident Nickelback guru." Chad seemed to have every t-shirt ever made of the rock band.

Overly enthusiastic, she went around shaking their hands without telling her own name until Craig asked for it. Her gaze on Gregg, her hand still pumping Craig's, she said with a laugh, "Oh, Stormie Knight. Sorry I'm late. I was working on my old man's car and lost track of time. And you guys either have the air conditioning up too high in here, or your thermostat's broken. It's freezing."

Gregg chuckled, liking her creamy smooth voice. "Yeah. Just one of the many reasons I'm hiring someone to keep this place running. You know, if you want to get cleaned up, we've got time before the interview."

Her face flushed an excited pink. Her tone matched it. "Really? Because I wanted to wash my hands before I left, but I'm staying with my dad over in Brookfield and I knew I'd be even later if I stopped for anything."

Gregg pointed. "There's a restroom right over here."

"Thanks. I really appreciate this. And I'm really sorry for being late."

She turned her face up, and he felt punched in the stomach. Her eyes did it--blue, the color of sapphire jewels, shaped like a lazy cat's. And her mouth was like something off a personal wish list. Soft and shapely and generous enough to give him ideas, ideas he didn't need.

After she slipped into the restroom, Gregg wondered at the sense of familiarity rolling over him. 

"She's beautiful, Gregg. Eyes like sapphire jewels. A child. A woman." One of his closest friends, a former psychic, had made that prophecy before her gift/curse left her after a lifetime of anguish. Gwen had told him his future when he'd opened up about his loneliness, his conviction that he'd never meet someone he could fall in love with the way she'd fallen for her husband, Dylan. "You will," she'd told him. "Soon. But she has problems--more than you can imagine. More than even you do." 

Gregg had laughed at the possibility that someone else could have more problems than he did. He hadn't believed it for a second. 

"Nothing will ever be easy again. For either of you. But it'll be worth it, if you believe God really can heal your battered hearts. And you'll find your music again, if you don't give in to your fear."

"You can't hire her!" Craig said when Gregg returned to the reception area. "If she walks around dressed like that, you'll definitely have problems with the boys."

Gregg considered asking, "Walk around here like what?" as if no one else had noticed Stormie's inadvertently sexy garb. But he couldn't think anything beyond: An adorable child. Unmistakably a woman.

Craig's face went red again. "Just because she says she can fix anything and knows the names of mechanical parts doesn't mean she can do the job."

"You're eager to get rid of her," Gregg commented, his tone dry. "You haven't even given her a chance to tell us what experience she's had."

"Did you ask her to provide references for this interview?"

Gregg shook his head at his ever-critical brother. "If you think you'll have a problem with this, Craig, maybe you should stay out here in the lobby while I interview her."

"You can't hire a person simply because you find her attractive."

Gregg didn't appreciate the below-the-belt implication at all. "That straight out of Robert's Rules of Order?"

Chad broke up their argument by informing Gregg he'd be back from lunch in a half hour. "Where will you be then?" Chad said, scratching at his unnatural, tri-colored and spiky hairdo.

"Not sure. Depends on how long this interview goes. I'll grab something from the cafeteria. Page me when you get back, especially if Diego comes around."

As Chad left, Gregg rounded on his brother. "So you staying?"

"I'm staying."

"I'm shocked," Gregg murmured under his breath and turned away to wait for Stormie's return.
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Oh, man! Stormie looked a hundred times worse than she'd assumed from the glimpse of herself in her bedroom mirror earlier.

Cringing, she wet a wad of paper towel, pumped a couple squirts of soap onto it and tried to clean the grease from her chin, cheek and forehead. Her hair, man-oh-man, her hair could've won awards for hilarity--both from the ponytail she couldn't take out and the mess the wind had created on her motorcycle ride.

This is not the way I expected my second meeting with this man to go. What must he think of me?

The strap of her overalls fell again and revealed her through the thin cotton of her tank top. It was so darn cold in this place! After washing her hands and arms in hot water, she then tried to rub her hands over her chest to warm herself up, but the chill wouldn't lift. Maybe she should have left her greasy coveralls on.

Her only relief was in remembering that Gregg hadn't looked at her like she just escaped from an insane asylum. He looked at her like, well, like he found her cute instead of grease-monkey weird.

Stormie's sister went to the same church Gregg did, a sprawling, oversized building always crawling with dozens of worshippers. A place that intimidated her to no end.

Gregg Stevens, the former rock star. She'd listened to his albums more times than she could count. Even before his music career took off, she'd heard him play at nightclubs all around Milwaukee and Chicago. She'd even met him once, when they were teenagers, but she knew he'd never remember that. Could something that felt as strong and overwhelmingly real as this did be called a childish crush?

Yeesh, you're going to make a fool of yourself, but good this time!

The fame of Gregg's charming personality rivaled his notorious reputation as a womanizer. It'd been said that he could charm a rabid dog until it turned on its back and exposed his belly. She could easily believe it, too. Being so impossibly, knee-knocking gorgeous didn't make him any less irresistible, like she hoped it would.

She had to get this job or she'd never forgive herself. But how? She had no eloquence. She spent most of her time tight-lipped, or stumbling over words like she was tongue-tied. She resembled a nutcase, regardless of how sweet Gregg's reaction to her appearance. No, if she wanted this job, she'd have to prove herself. Prove she knew her mechanical stuff. She'd have to fix the central air unit.

God, help me get this job. Help Gregg to be so taken with me, he can't say no. 

God isn't your personal genie, standing by to fulfill your every request, she reminded herself ruthlessly. Just go out there, before Gregg gives up on you and gives the job to the next Mechanic Joe who comes in looking for work.

Taking a deep breath, she pushed open the door and went out. Gregg stood near the front desk again, his back to his brother. She could almost swear the two of them had chosen to stop talking to each other, the way they pointedly ignored each other.

In appearance, the two were alike with dark hair. Gregg's was long, like an Indian warrior's, his brother's short and recently trimmed. They shared dark and hypnotic eyes and unusually strong, attractive faces. Their builds were tall and muscular, yet they seemed as unlike as Stormie and her own sister. Gregg seemed so laid back and accepting, while his brother wore that same disapproving expression her father got every time he caught sight of her. If the decision to hire her rested with Craig, she didn't have a prayer in heaven.

Willing herself not to lock eyes with Gregg, she couldn't help returning his smile. His eyes were as sensual as she remembered from fourteen years earlier. He's put together like a work of art. His face looks like it was carved from a rock. Bronze. Utterly masculine. His lips with those grooves around them. Oh, I can easily believe his mouth holds the kiss of life for the dying.

"Thanks for letting me clean up," she murmured.

"Not a problem."

Wake up! Show these guys you're a match for any mechanic. Stormie stood up straight. "Um, why don't you let me take a look at the central air unit? We can talk, interview, while I work."

Gregg raised one sensual eyebrow. "Okay. Sounds good. The system's in the basement. Planned to call another repairman out here later today--"

Brimming with confidence--at least in her repair skills--she shook her head. "You won't need to. I'll figure it out. What's wrong with it, outside of the fact that it's blowing freezing air? I assume you don't like it so cold this time of year."

As they started around the hall, she felt his brother following behind them, but resisted the urge to look back and have to view his sour, Doubting-Thomas expression. Besides, this close to Gregg, she could smell his spicy cologne and the intoxicating scent drew her closer.

Gregg chuckled. "No, having it this cold isn't intentional. Since the weather's been unseasonably warm this year, we've kept it on because this building tends to get stuffy if we don't have air circulating all the time. It comes on every five to ten minutes for a couple hours. Gets colder than the Artic, so we can't do anything but shut it off. Couple hours later, it's too warm again."

"That does sound like a problem."

"You think it's the thermostat?"

Even without looking at the system, she'd considered and discarded that idea when she first walked in the door and realized the problem. "Could be, but I doubt it. When's the last time you had the thermostat looked at?"

"Less than a month ago."

"If it wasn't the problem then, then it's probably not the problem now."

Behind them, Craig grunted, making her turn to him. He didn't have to say a word to clearly express his doubt that she could fix so much as a broken fingernail.

She remembered seeing Craig at her sister Danielle's church last Sunday. He'd been there with some dark-haired woman. The singer Gregg had co-produced a year earlier. Gregg probably never saw her there, considering that she sat in the back.

Gregg led her through a maze of halls and down a flight of stairs. He turned on lights as he went, and she paid close attention, knowing she'd need to find her way back down here often. If she got the job. When she saw the central air panel, she walked ahead of him, her steel-toed boots clonking on the concrete floor. She heard the two men join her. Craig said, "What experience have you had as a mechanic, Miss Knight? Outside of working on cars?"

She checked the settings on the unit. "I've worked in at least a dozen repair shops in Milwaukee since I was a teenager. Some garages--repairing cars, but I've always repaired TVs, appliances, computers. You name it. Forgot the names of most of the places I've worked, but I can fix anything electronic, really, if you give me a little time to noodle around. I'm a certified electrician, and I can handle some basic plumbing, too."

"You have a list of references?" Craig predictably requested next.

So he was the one hiring, she realized. Why should she bother trying? He wouldn't hire her. But she'd already gotten interested in the central area unit problem. She'd fix it, whether he hired her or not.

She saw a hostile look pass between the brothers. Gregg and Craig. She couldn't help laughing when their names circled her mind. "Boy, your mom must've had fun calling for you guys when you were kids. 'Gregg...Craig! Craig...I mean Gregg.'" She laughed again, despite Craig's lack of amusement. "So, are you twins or something?"

Gregg's expression remained good-natured. "No. Craig's the oldest. He was named after the brother our mom lost in the second World War. I'm named after my old man. We have two younger brothers and a sister."

"Wow, that's a big family."

But she'd already known that. Gregg's family had inadvertently made headlines during his career because everyone wanted to know every single aspect of his life.

"What about you?" Gregg said.

"Is this really appropriate?" Craig demanded.

"Just a sister," she told Gregg. "We're not twins either."

Gregg studied her thoughtfully. "You look familiar. I'm not sure why. Do you look a lot like your sister?"

Stormie grinned at the mere thought of anyone confusing her and her sister as sisters. "Not at all. We're about as different as two people can be. I'm dark where she's light. One of us is too laidback, the other's a real tight-ass."

She met Gregg's eyes again, and they shared an unvoiced laugh at Craig's disapproving expression. "It was storming the night my mom gave birth to me...the night she died. Hence my name. But my old man likes to claim he knew I'd be a hellion from birth, so he named me accordingly."

Gregg wanted to know more. She could see that in his intrigued expression.

"I'll be back in a minute, boys. I need to get some tools out of my saddlebag."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

"You don't like her."

Craig exhaled loudly at Stormie's departure. "Like? We're not two years old. It's not about that, Gregg, and you know it. She's just not...appropriate."

Appropriate. Gregg remembered Stormie's comment about one sibling being a tight-ass, and he couldn't help chuckling, much to his brother's further dismay. Oh, he liked Stormie Knight.

"I don't know if I've mentioned this before, Craig, but I run this place. You don't. You have your own business, in case you're forgotten. I think the intuitive Miss Knight knows what she's doing."

Craig shook his head, then ran a comb through his immaculate hair. 

Gregg watched a spider dangle above his head. 

"You really think she can fix this problem? She's a complete scatterbrain. You'd have to be blind not to see that."

"So I'm blind. I don't see it. If you're so smart, you fix it. You tell me what's wrong with the central air unit."

Craig frowned, staring at the panel Stormie had opened and was poking around in. "It's probably just what the last repairman told you--a faulty thermostat." 

Gregg watched while his brother leaned his shoulder on the bare dry wall, narrowly escaping the spider's descent.

"What are the chances that the new equipment is as faulty as the old?" Gregg shook his head. "It's something else, and I think she'll figure out exactly what, if she hasn't already."

"I never claimed I could fix anything," Craig insisted. He gave Gregg a once-over that ended with an expression that said, Vests are supposed to be worn with a shirt underneath. Gregg made wearing shirtless vests a style all his own--a style his prim and proper brother had been lecturing him on for years. "I'm not the issue here, Gregg. She'll cause problems with the boys if you hire her. What if she dresses like that every day?" Craig gazed over his shoulder the third time in the last minute, as if worried Stormie would appear any moment and hear him griping about her.

Gregg shrugged. "I'll get her a uniform."

About that much, his brother was absolutely right. Stormie was too sexy by half. The guys in the shelter were dealing with drug addictions, trouble with the law, and, in almost all of the cases, violence or disrespectful attitudes toward women. He couldn't risk Stormie coming to the shelter dressed like an adorable, sexy waif.

"A uniform that covers her from head to toe?" Craig muttered after turning back from another peek toward the stairs.

"I'll talk to her. She'll understand."

"So you are going to hire her? Just like that? No references? Not even a resume? Not interviewing anyone else? Anyone who could be more qualified for the position?"

Ah brother, how do you survive in the twenty-first century? No wonder you're still alone at your age. "If she fixes the central air problem, yeah, I plan to hire her. I've had a half dozen other repair guys out here, and none of them have fixed the unit. We need someone now, who will work for paltry pay. I think she knows what she's doing. If you've got a problem with my decision, you deal with it. Your problem's not my problem."

Craig grimaced, but his tone softened. "The fact is, Gregg, you probably need to replace this old unit. It's on its last leg, and that's why it doesn't work properly."

"It'll cost you a pretty penny to replace this whole system." Stormie's voice jolted them both into realizing they weren't alone. She must have come into the basement on cat's paws. 

She sounded out of breath and looked more disheveled than before. Gregg guessed that she'd run all the way. She was adorable, no two ways about it. And she'd overheard part of their conversation.

"I can fix the problem for about ten bucks. Just let me check to see if there's a short in the wires."

She pulled a rectangular device out of the well-used leather belt around her waist. The box was about the size of a calculator, with a little pointy pen thing connected to it. Squatting, she did something with the device, and Gregg said, "What is that?"

"Ohmmeter. It'll tell us if there's a short in the wires..." For about a minute she said nothing while watching the needle on the face of the box react in the various positions she placed the pen. "Nope. No short."

She tucked the device back into her belt. "Do you have cats in the building? Mice? Maybe a dog?"

"Yeah. Couple cats, to take care of any mice."

She nodded, her cute ponytail bobbing. "I bet some animal is chewing on the wires. See, if a wire gets pinched, it could make the air conditioning come on. So there's only a short when the wire's being chewed on. Which is why it's coming on at weird times, and, when you check it, you scare the creature away. That's why the unit seems fine most of the time."

Gregg couldn't resist giving a satisfied smile before he said, "So what do we do?"

"We'll have to replace the chewed wires, but until the culprit is caught the problem's bound to happen again. What I can do is put the new wires through a conduit to keep anything from getting to them. That should fix the problem. If I had the part now, I could finish the job in no time."

"Tomorrow's soon enough." When she, hopefully, reported for her first day of work.

"For now, I suggest you control the system manually. When it starts getting stuffy, come down and turn on the air for about fifteen to twenty minutes, then come back and shut it off. It'll be a hassle, running back and forth, but it's better than going through these hot and cold extremes."

"I can do that."

She smiled. In the sudden silence a sudden growl from someone's stomach was loud enough to echo. Stormie turned away to shut the panel.

"Why don't we do the formal interview over lunch?" Gregg suggested.

Stormie raised an eyebrow. "I don't think I'm fit to go out in public like this."

Gregg grinned, wondering if grease could be considered an aphrodisiac. "We'll order in. There's a great place not far from here that delivers."

Craig started to protest, but Gregg cut him off without looking away from Stormie. "You like Chinese?"

"I like everything. Thanks."

Reluctantly, Gregg turned to his brother. "You staying?"

Craig glared in his predictable way. "I need to get back to my own business. I'll grab something along the way."

Hallelujah. I get a break from the disapproval.

"I'll call you tonight, Gregg. Nice to meet you, Miss Knight."

Smiling, she didn't bother to look away from Gregg, or respond to his brother's insincere farewell. Smart girl.
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Getting away from Gregg's brother was a huge relief. Craig reminded her of her father and sister. Together she and Gregg walked upstairs and through the blinding white maze of halls until they reached the reception area once more.

"Sorry about him--"

"I was just about to say I'm sorry for you."

Gregg ducked behind the marble horseshoe desk. He got that crooked smile he'd given her a half-dozen times and she'd fallen in love with already. Then he handed her a stack of sheets, saying, "Menus."

He pulled out one, saying, "Chinese. Delivers." She chose the first thing off the menu. He perused the same menu, then picked up the phone and quickly called in their orders.

She leaned her chin on the desk, watching him. She liked the way he dressed. He didn't look like a larger-than-life rock star anymore, but he certainly didn't dress like anyone else she knew. His vest was black leather, and he wore it unbuttoned, flaunting a chest that could--and had--graced magazine covers. When he moved, she got a glimpse of his to-die-for, bronze delts. 

Look away, her newly sainted instincts said. 

Are you crazy? the not-so-noble side of her responded. 

He had muscular arms, muscular legs in faded-to-white, snug jeans. The way his hair flowed over his broad shoulders made her fingers itch to get into it. She'd never stopped liking dangerous men with long, warrior hair. Gregg Stevens certainly wouldn't be the one to get her over that ultimate fantasy.

"They'll buzz me when it's delivered," he said once he hung up the receiver. "Let's go to my office."

Stormie followed like a puppy as nervousness filled her chest. She wasn't getting the job, but Gregg planned to continue with the interview. Had she misunderstood his brother's position at the shelter?

"I think it feels warmer in here already," he said as he stepped into a medium-sized office and waved her in after.

She laughed, noting, somewhere between grateful and tormented, that he kept his office door open when she joined him inside. The office was clean, with just the basics--steel desk and file cabinets, a couple cloth-padded chairs, a small round table, and a coat tree with his infamous leather jacket. The rugged, ultra masculine scent of his cologne filled the room and made her a little dizzy as she stared at the jacket. She had the almost uncontrollable urge to go to it, bury her nose in it, wrap herself in it. If she just told him how cold she was, he'd let her do that without question. Man, she didn't dare.

He motioned her to a chair in front of the desk. Sitting, she tried to keep herself from squirming while he walked around to his own chair.

"I think you do know how to repair everything, Miss Knight."

"Call me Stormie," she murmured. "Can I call you Gregg?" She knew her voice sounded as breathless as she felt.

"I don't answer to anything else."

She swallowed the baseball-sized lump in her throat, trying not to go soap-soft at his grin. "I don't think your brother's so sure of my abilities."

He leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms behind his head. "He disapproves of just about everything on principle."

"Yeah. I noticed. But isn't he the one hiring?"

Gregg laughed. "He volunteers here, but I supervise everything, including the hiring of new employees. The job is yours."

A cry of joy raced up from her stomach, and she couldn't hold it back.

Gregg grinned at her in his easygoing way again. "That mean you want the job?"

"Definitely!"

"I better tell you first it's part-time, just like the ad said. Just mornings, and you'll be on call in case anything serious goes wrong and needs to be fixed right away. Basically, you'll repair whatever needs it, and do preventative maintenance, whatever that means. We've got a long list of things not working right now around her."

She could believe that. She'd read in the Milwaukee Journal that the building had originally been a warehouse for storing books from a local publisher. Gregg had it renovated and brought it up to code, as well as adding on a new clinic facility.

"Does all that work for you?"

"Sounds good to me," she said with more restraint than she felt.

"Great. We can negotiate the pay."

Stormie shook her head. "I'm not in it for the money. Whatever you offer, it's good enough for me." Much as she hated the fact, at the time she had no choice but to let her father support her until she recovered enough to do more for herself. Getting this job was the first step toward that goal.

"All right." He leaned forward, stretching his arms across his clean desk. He gave her another slow, sensual smile that made her head spin. "Where'd you learn to fix stuff?"

"Trial and error. Picture a kid who's hovered over and desperate to slip away from all the hawk eyes. That was me. Once I did get away, I'd take things apart. At first, I didn't put the stuff back together, but then my old man figured out I was trashing his house and told me to go ahead and take anything apart--as long as I also learned how to put everything back together. So I did. I didn't destroy too many things. Not after the first few times anyway."

She could see by the twinkle in Gregg's ebony eyes that he wasn't sure whether or not to believe her.

He reached down to open a drawer in his desk, took a minute to locate some papers, then pushed them across the faux wood surface to her. "You can either fill these out here, or take them home with you and bring them back in the morning."

"I'll do it here."

Standing, she gathered the papers, took the pen he offered, and walked over to the table in the corner of the room. She pulled out the chair there, sat and started writing.

"While you do that..."

She watched him come around the desk to snag the chair she'd been in a minute before and pull it over to the table.

"...we need to talk about one more thing." A touch of wariness entered his otherwise easygoing tone, and she felt a sense of foreboding. She never got what she wanted. Or she never had it for long.

"You understand that this is a rehab place for troubled teenage guys?"

"Yeah?" she agreed uncertainly. Of course she knew that. What was his point?

"Much as we'd like to believe that the guys here would never be a threat to anyone, we've had problems in the past. We take precautions now to make sure our employees are protected. We need you to wear a uniform while you're working. And you'll carry a special pager. Let me show you one." He turned, pulled open a middle file drawer and fished around. He showed her the pager on a long chain. The rectangular pager had a button on the underside. "All the women volunteers here wear these for protection. Under your uniform. When you press the button, you can be located anywhere in the building and an alarm sounds. We have volunteers on all floors, so someone will reach you fast."

"It's got some kind of homing signal?" She realized his point was that she was in possible danger from the kids using the facility. "Wow. Is this a warning, or a way to get me out of taking the job?" she said, her throat closing up.

"I want you to understand what you're up against before you agree to the job. Attractive women have a harder time all over, and this place is no exception."

She understood what he tried to impress on her. She could see they'd gone to some trouble to limit the problems, too. "Okay," she said softly. "So I'll be the opposite of sexy."

He didn't move, nor did his gaze shift, yet every part of her body felt touched by him. Without a word, his gaze broadcasted his refusal to believe she could ever be the opposite of sexy. Gregg Stevens found her attractive, she realized as her heartbeat raced. Even covered with grease, her hair in a psycho ponytail, wearing raggedy clothing he liked what he saw.

The phone on his desk buzzed, and he said, "Lunch is here. Finish that up. I'll be right back."

Helplessly, she watched him leave the room in his not-a-care-in-the-world lope. "Breathe, girl. So he's got the sexiest behind you've ever seen?" she muttered under her breath. "You got the job. Focus on that."

But she couldn't. As soon as he came back in and they dug in to the food, all she could concentrate on was him. His silky charm, his sense of humor, his extreme good looks, and how her heart did somersaults every time he grinned. Being with him felt too comfortable...well, for comfort. They only talked about the shelter, his role here, the multitude of things broken and in need of repair, yet she all but floated out of his office and out of the building an hour later. She tossed over her shoulder, "See you tomorrow--early, to make up for my being late today. And I'll bring the conduit."

"I'll look forward to it," he drawled, unknowingly turning her into a mass of quivering jelly.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

Gregg couldn't stop thinking about the spunky blonde with jewel eyes who drove a Harley. He didn't like the way she made him feel. This kind of attraction he used to relish, but he now dreaded it. 

Relationships had never been his strong suit. He'd spent a lifetime indulging in short-term liaisons with women that amounted to no more than a few hours of mind-blowing sex. The women he knew could be considered confident, independent, overtly sexual and seductive, both jaded and guarded. They didn't need a man for any more reason than he needed a woman.

Vulnerability, sweetness, lacking-in-confidence, open affection. He didn't understand that. Maybe his intrigue with Stormie Knight came because of his unfamiliarity with the traits she possessed in spades.

Essentially, he'd spent a lifetime doing it all wrong. Now that he'd given his life to Christ and made a commitment to follow Him, he wondered often if he ever really knew the meaning of right. For the past year, his way of handling things was to follow the Lord and assume the opposite of everything he'd ever done must be right. Love and commitment had to be right. Sex and addiction qualified for wrong. He had to be careful about crossing familiar lines like the one inspired by Stormie's presence.

Trouble was, he recognized a part of himself in Stormie Knight. Though they hadn't talked about anything personal, he saw a kindred soul in her. He guessed she'd had more than her share of short-term liaisons, with maybe one or two of the long-term variety. He'd gotten to the point that he could sense both extremes in a woman.

From the start of his relationship with Christie, he'd guessed she had little, if any, experience with men. He could've seen her naïveté through a dense cloud.

He hadn't exactly lied to Craig about that either. He'd known of Christie's inexperience, but most inexperienced women didn't come off as aggressive. She'd cornered him at every turn like a she-wolf in heat toward the end of their relationship. Craig would never believe it, of course. He would always believe that Gregg was a womanizer to the nth degree.

Stormie had experience. Very little would surprise her. She knew exactly how to study him under the veil of her long eyelashes without expressing anything bawdy in her approval of what she saw. No, the lady had inborn and experienced sensuality. Even the way she rode that Harley, the way she handled it. Yeah, she'd been around. Yet she'd maintained her openness and a form of innocence.

Ahh, need to stop thinking about her. Being here, where I can still smell the strangely arousing grease she wore like perfume. Not going to help me out of my reverie here.

The shelter halls were eerily quiet when he came out of his office. He found Chad at the front desk getting ready to leave.

"Hey, did Diego stop by today?" Gregg said.

"Sorry. Nope." 

Gregg's jaw tightened in concern. Never good when Diego stayed away. Though the kid wouldn't check himself into the shelter formally, he usually came around at least once a day. Diego had begun to trust him, even rely on him, but their relationship was still fragile. Gregg didn't like to think what had kept him away this day.

Still worrying, he had started for his car when his cell phone buzzed against his hip. He pulled it out. "Yeah?"

"Hey."

"Look, I'm sorry for what happened earlier today."

Craig's voice annoyed him, but he played ignorant. "Which thing?"

"With your new janitor. You did hire her, didn't you?"

"You know it, bro. She'll fix the central air tomorrow."

For a moment, as Gregg unlocked and slid into his Maserati Coupe--the very last of the expensive toys from his heyday--Craig said nothing. His silence spoke volumes nevertheless. His next words came in a casual, careful, nonjudgmental tone. "Anything else happen?"

"Nope. How about you?" 10...Christie. 9...How could you? 8...She's so innocent. 7...We all know, well, that you're not innocent. 6...You brought her down. 5...It's never good to bring a good woman down. 4...Especially one I'm in love with but too dumb or shy to do anything about. 3...How could you? 2...I can't get over how you could do it. 1...Let alone how easily you got over it.

"I wanted to apologize... Well, for assuming...about things with Christie," Craig said.

Considering it amounted to the best apology he'd get from his brother, Gregg didn't bother looking for a more specific list of spoken wrongs. "You plan to admit to her you got a thing for her?"

Craig didn't answer. He didn't have the guts to take the leap of faith required. He'd rather lose Christie than lay his heart on the line.

"How's Diego?" Craig said, well aware of the kid's precarious situation.

"He didn't come in today. It's not like him. Hope nothing's going on out there."

Out there. Fact was, Gregg didn't know where Diego stayed, outside of on the streets. He'd looked for him a couple times, but he'd never found him. Maybe that was a good thing. Safer for him.

"Let me know when you do hear from him."

"Will do. Talk to you later."

After pressing the disconnect button, Gregg got on the road for home. Once again, he analyzed the hour and twenty minutes he spent having lunch with Stormie earlier that day, wondering if he'd said or done anything inappropriate.

Don't know how to act with a woman, Lord. I don't even know if she's a Christian, or if I should be thinking about her. I can't get her out of my head. Don't let me go. Not now. No matter what happens there, show me Your will. Let me do it Your way, and not my old way.

The gate in the fence around his stone house stood open, the way he always left it, just as he left his doors unlocked and never bothered with the security system. He lived in a good neighborhood in Brookfield. He had an open-door policy with the kids in the city. They knew him, and they protected his house. He'd had a few problems with stealing in the beginning of his experiment. Instead of dealing with the problem himself, he'd let the kids work it out. Since then, nothing went missing, only to be sold for drug money. The kids policed each other better than any cop could, and set down the laws that allowed Gregg to continue offering them a place to hang out, to learn, to sleep and eat. A place to be safe.

He'd bought the house without ever seeing it before he moved from Los Angeles to Milwaukee. In his mind, he didn't need more than a place to crash at the end of the day. He didn't care about the bay windows or cathedral ceilings, or the outdoor pool that he only used for an occasional party. He hired someone to clean the inside and keep the outside presentable. Since most of the guys who came around only cared about a place to crash, too, they didn't mind that he lacked a lot of furniture, and all the walls were bare.

Pulling into the two-car garage, he wondered again about Diego. If he didn't come by the shelter tomorrow, he'd try looking for him.

When he walked into the house, his gray tabby was waiting by the door and immediately wound himself around Gregg's ankles. 

He leaned down scratched the cat's ears. "What's up, Kittenhead?"

The cat lifted his head to look up at Gregg and offered a meow.

"All that, huh, you old rogue? Sounds exhausting."

Scooping up the cat, Gregg tramped across the wide-open marble floor. His boots made a rhythmic sound that wouldn't be heard over the music blaring from behind a closed door. Since most of the guys were runaways with volatile home situations, they stayed inside the house as a rule. At the library double doors, where Gregg had a massive collection of books covering just about anything of interest, along with a wall of computers, he called out in greeting. They either looked up or stood up from their various places around the room. "Any of you see Diego lately?"
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