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      "Can I get you a drink?" I stopped in front of the woman who’d just stepped up to the bar. The wet woman. The very wet, good-looking woman. Water dripped from her long, dark hair, soaking through her thin white T-shirt, making it stick to her petite frame. I could see the polka dots on her bra through the drenched material. My pulse ticked up at the sight of the tiny hot pink dots as I imagined what I might find underneath if given the opportunity.

      "Do you have a towel? Maybe some napkins?" she asked, running a hand through her hair.

      I grabbed a clean bar towel from under the counter. "Not sure if this will help. Restrooms are in the back hall if you want to use the dryer on the wall."

      She snagged the towel off the bar then crossed her arms over her chest like she could suddenly feel the heat of my gaze. "Thanks. I think I will. And I'll have a gin and tonic. Easy on the tonic."

      I lifted an eyebrow and gave her backside a once over as she walked toward the hallway. Not many patrons ordered gin in this place. Tapped was more of a college bar where pitchers of beer and rounds of shots reigned. Then again, she didn’t look like our typical customer. But nowadays, who did?

      I’d been working behind the bar part-time for a year. Even in that short amount of time, the women seemed to get younger, and the guys seemed to get cockier. And I loved it. The college town of Newbridge, Indiana was half a world away from the tiny town in New Zealand where I’d been born and raised. Literally and figuratively.

      As I waited for the woman to come back for her gin-light-on-the-tonic, I filled a couple of drink orders and leaned against the bar. I’d only been in the States for a few years but already I dreaded having to leave. Once I finished my MBA, I’d have no reason not to return to the family farm in rural New Zealand. That made the time I had left all the more precious. My jaw clenched like it did every time I considered my predicament. Unless I could figure out a way to switch my student visa and find a permanent job using my degree, I’d be on a plane to Christchurch in the next three months.

      I turned to help another customer, and by the time I looked back the woman had returned to the bar. She hung her bag and a flimsy scarf over the back of one of the tall stools and reached for her glass. I’d given her a double. If I’d been the one caught in the early Spring thunderstorm, that’s what I would have wanted.

      "So, I don't think I've seen you here before." I filled a pint glass from the tap as I let my gaze meet hers. Most likely she was associated with the college in town. "Are you a student at Tempest?"

      She lowered the short glass from her lips. "No."

      Hmm, not so talkative, this one. Not the typical barfly who was only there to pick up a guy for the night. I could spot them from a mile away: made up, came alone, sat at the bar and struck up a conversation with any guy walking by. So far, the only box she checked was the fact she was alone.

      "Meeting up with friends?" I tried again. The only two reasons a woman might show up solo at Tapped were to either find someone to take home or meet up for girls' night out.

      "Not exactly." Her green eyes—bright and sharp like the pastures where my family’s sheep grazed—sized me up, a hint of a smile at the edges. "Are you always this chatty?"

      I spread my arms wide. "It's a slow night. Just trying to make conversation."

      “Thanks, but I’ll be okay.” She gestured to a trio of women taking their seats. “Looks like you’ve got some new customers.”

      “Thanks for looking out for me.” I shot her a grin, my smile growing wider as her cheeks tinted a slight shade of pink. Then I left the woman with the bright green eyes and moved down the bar. "Hey ladies, what'll it be tonight?"

      They put in a standard order of vodka cranberries. No surprises there. Even though I hadn’t been pouring drinks that long, I prided myself on my ability to predict what people would order as they sat down. It was a little trick I’d learned from my predecessor.

      I’d been right about the guy who ordered the local craft beer, a dark stout. I’d also nailed the table of guys playing pool. They’d gone with a pitcher of the cheapest swill we had on tap.

      But the gin and tonic had thrown me. I’d figured her for something classy and a little off the beaten path. Maybe an Old-Fashioned or a Dark and Stormy. I never would have guessed gin. That, coupled with the fact she seemed reluctant to engage in a little harmless banter made me wonder what the hell she was doing there.

      As I swiped a towel over a wet spot on the bar, she waved me over. "Hey, can I ask you a question?"

      "That depends."

      Her eyes widened. "Really? On what?"

      "Is that the question you wanted to ask?"

      "No." She tilted her head, evaluating me with a spark of something in her eye. "I'm wondering if you have the landlord's number?"

      I flipped the bar towel over my shoulder. "For this place?"

      She nodded. "He owns the whole building, right?"

      "Yeah. Can I ask why you need the number?"

      Leaning forward, she let her elbows rest on the bar. "Well, you could, but I might not answer you."

      "Then I might not have the number." I shrugged, enjoying the way her forehead creased. If she wanted to play hardball, I’d be happy to join in for a round or two.

      "Really?"

      "Look, I'm just curious about why you need it, that's all. The building's been for sale. He's not interested in renting out the space next door." I knew that for a fact. My boss had been trying to buy the building from the crusty landlord but was waiting for a chance to lowball the man and get a better price. While I didn’t exactly agree with his methods, I might benefit from the result.

      "Don't worry, I'm not trying to rent out the space next door."

      Good. After the boss bought the building, he planned on opening up the wall and expanding into the extra space. If all went well, he’d be able to start his own craft brewery with the extra room and maybe have room to hire me on full-time and save me from going home to tend sheep.

      I shrugged. "So then why do you need his number?"

      She rolled her eyes. "Because I'm supposed to meet him here and he's late."

      "What, like on a date?" I couldn’t see it myself. The building owner had to be in his late seventies. No way could the firecracker in front of me get hot for a guy who had to be three times her age.

      She almost choked on the sip she'd just taken. "Seriously? Is that what you automatically assume? That I'm going to drop my drawers for a guy old enough to be my grandfather?"

      "Damn, sorry. Just wondering why you're being so secretive about the whole thing."

      "I’m not being secretive, you’re just nosy. I'll stick around for a few more minutes and see if he shows up."

      "Suit yourself." I moved down the bar to where a server held out a drink ticket. As I pulled on the tap, I kept an eye trained on the gin and tonic. Who spat in her Weet-Bix this morning? That's what my little sister used to ask when I’d stumble to the breakfast table, pissed off and hungover.

      Thinking of home brought a smile to my face for a moment. Then I remembered my days in the US were numbered. I wasn't ready to go home, wasn't ready to give up my dream and settle down to the quiet life my parents had created. But unless I figured out a way to get a job that would keep me in the States, I wouldn't have a choice.

      The crowd picked up and I moved back and forth between filling orders, cashing out tickets, and keeping the servers on the move. By the time I had a moment to breathe, someone had taken the seat next to the woman at the bar. The kid appeared to be trying to chat her up but was striking out in spectacular fashion. He couldn’t even stay on his stool.

      "You need some help?" I asked as I gestured to the happy drunk on her right.

      "Thanks, I’ve got it." She glanced up, her hand wrapped around the near empty glass.

      "How about another drink?"

      At her slight nod, I reached for a clean glass.

      The kid continued to pepper her with questions. She tried to be polite, but I could tell by the way her shoulders rose and fell that she was about to lose it.

      I rounded the bar, making my way over to escort the drunk Romeo back to his friends when the guy reached for her arm. She pulled away, setting the poor kid off balance. He tumbled toward her, knocking her off her stool. I reached out to catch her, her breasts smashing against my chest, her mouth pressing against my neck.

      "I’m so sorry." She placed her palms on my chest, pushing away from me.

      "No worries. Looked like you might need a little help there." I offered a hand to the drunk kid on the ground. He got up, his fingers rubbing at a lump on his temple. "I think you owe this lady an apology."

      "Sorry," the kid mumbled. Then he grabbed his beer off the bar and stumbled toward a table of jeering friends.

      "You okay?" I leaned toward her, trying to get a read on whether or not she was alright.

      "I’m fine. You know what? If Eugene shows up, will you ask him to give me a call?"

      "You want to tell me what this is about?"

      "Not really."

      I backed up, palms out. "Okay then. I'll pass the message along."

      "Thanks." A hint of vulnerability sparked in the depths of those green eyes. "And thanks for catching me."

      At the hint of softness, I took the opportunity to make an introduction. "That's what I'm here for. Hey, I'm Oliver by the way."

      "Trinity." She took my hand, her small hand feeling so delicate in my own.

      "Nice to meet you. I hope your day gets better from here."

      "Me too. Based on the way things have been going, it can't get much worse."

      "Hey, at least finish your drink." I pointed to her glass sitting on the bar. "It's bad luck not to."

      "Really? Says who?"

      "My dad." I shook my head, smiling. "He's full of superstitions like that."

      "Well I can't afford any bad luck." She slid back onto her stool. For some reason, my chest expanded knowing she’d be sticking around for just a little bit longer.

      I set the overturned stool upright then returned to my post behind the bar. "You want to talk about it?"

      "What? My run of bad luck?"

      "Yeah. Bartenders make the best listeners."

      She let out a laugh. "Is that what you tell all of your prospects?"

      "Prospects?" I put my hands over my chest, faking a fatal chest wound. "Is that what you think I'm doing here, prospecting?"

      "Your options appear fairly limited tonight." Her gaze drifted around the room. Besides the trio of vodka-cranberries giggling at the far end of the bar, the only other women there appeared to be with their significant others.

      "I'm offended." Honestly, I was the exact opposite. Nothing got my blood pumping like some good back-and-forth banter.

      "I know guys like you."

      I cocked a brow. "Then please, enlighten me. What are my prospecting plans?"

      She set her glass down and leaned forward. "You're like a wolf in sheep's clothing. First you infiltrate, mixing in, trying to be nonchalant and appear non-threatening."

      "A wolf, okay. Go on." I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned back against the bar.

      "Then you separate the stray lamb from the flock."

      I lifted my brows. "Oooh, this is getting good. And then?"

      She shrugged. "Then you go in for the kill."

      "You're not suggesting I actually murder the lamb, are you?" I tilted my head, getting a better look at her.

      "No, it's all a metaphor. You're the wolf."

      "And that makes you the sheep?" My mouth twisted into a smirk. She was cheeky, this one.

      "A lamb. Just forget it. It's a stupid analogy." She whirled around on the stool, putting her back to me.

      I was about to volley back, but I caught sight of the landlord making his way through the crowd to the bar.

      Trinity got up off her stool and thrust her hand at the older man. "Mr. Hopkins, I was beginning to think you wouldn't make it."

      "Sorry, Ms. Ryan. I was running behind. I would have called but I can't figure out how to work the darn phone thing in my car."

      "That's okay. Oliver here was entertaining me with stories of wolves."

      "Oh good, I see you've met then." Mr. Hopkins put a hand on Trinity's back, propelling her a few steps toward the bar. "Mr. Martin, meet Trinity Ryan, your new landlord."
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      “Landlord?” Oliver asked. “Does Wyatt know about this?”

      Mr. Hopkins smiled as he shook his head. “Haven’t had a chance to tell him yet. Feel free to pass the word along to your boss.” Then he turned to me. “Should we head next door and finish our business?”

      “Absolutely.” I reached for my glass, emptying it of the last half inch of gin. Then I slid a twenty out of my wallet. “Keep the change.”

      A deep furrow bisected Oliver’s forehead. I’d enjoyed bantering with the bartender. His accent alone made me swoon on my barstool. But combined with broad shoulders, eyes the color of my favorite espresso, and a smile that made my stomach twist into knots like a tangled skein of yarn, I’d felt like an awkward tween facing her favorite heartthrob. Until Mr. Hopkins outed me as the new landlord.

      Oliver probably wasn’t used to having the wool pulled over his eyes like that. Wool. I stifled a giggle. Went right along with the reference to sheep. As I followed Mr. Hopkins through the bar, I glanced around. Buying the building would put a massive strain on my limited finances, but at least I’d have rent from the bar coming in. That should help cover the monthly payment I’d have to make on the contract for deed I’d be signing tomorrow.

      “Here you go.” Mr. Hopkins unlocked the entrance to the space next door then held the door for me to enter first.

      I stepped into the converted warehouse, leaving the hustle and bustle of the last bit of evening traffic behind. There was something special about this space. I’d sensed it the first time I saw it. And it had only intensified over the past couple of weeks as I’d revisited, trying to decide if my idea was brilliant or by far the dumbest thing I’d ever done.

      Now, on the eve of signing the paperwork that would make the building mine, complete assurance settled around me. Like a warm hug from my grandmother, I reveled in the safety and security of my decision. I was doing the right thing.

      Mr. Hopkins interrupted my silent musings. “You said you wanted to measure something?”

      “Yes.” Snapping to attention, I pulled the tape measure out of my hand-crocheted bag. “A friend has an antique bar he doesn’t want anymore. I thought it might make a good checkout counter but wanted to make sure it will fit. He has someone else interested, so he told me I had to let him know by the end of the day if I want it.”

      “That would look good in here.” Mr. Hopkins ran his hand over the exposed brick wall. “This place has been home to so many things. Seen a lot of crazy times.”

      I nodded as I stretched the tape measure. “I bet. You said this used to be a whiskey refinery?”

      “Among other things. In the 1920s it was a fruit and vegetable wholesaler. That’s why you’ve got the big dock out back. It’s hard to let it go.” He thrust his hands in his pockets, shuffling his feet over what appeared to be the original hardwood floor.

      For a moment I sympathized with Mr. Hopkins. The only time I’d ever had to let something go it had almost killed me. But taking over the warehouse was part of my path to recovery. Even though making that kind of a commitment to anything scared the crap out of me, I needed to try.

      “What was it most recently?” Satisfied the bar would be the right size, I let the tape measure snap back into place.

      “Office space. I rented out the upper floors to a few different start-ups. They all went under. But I’m sure you’ll have better luck. It’s time for the wife and me to retire. She’s been bugging me to sell a few of my buildings and move to Costa Rica.” He let out a chuckle. “I sure hope they have good beer down there. I’ve gotten spoiled with having Tapped as a tenant.”

      “Oh, they will. I went down there a few years ago. Try the Imperial. I’m sure you’ll like it.” For a moment I felt the sun on my face like I was right back on Tamarindo Beach. But those days were gone. It was time I put my nomadic lifestyle behind me.

      His lips curled into a smile. “Thanks, I will. You get everything you need?”

      “I’m good. Thanks again for letting me in. I really appreciate it.”

      “Not a problem. After tomorrow, the place will be yours. I think I was about your age when I invested in my first commercial property.” He clapped me on the shoulder. “It’s not for the faint of heart, this industry.”

      I nodded, but inside my stomach did a loop-de-loop. What if I was making a mistake? I’d never committed to more than a six-month lease. I’d never even owned a car. Why was I suddenly ready to take a chance on a historic warehouse in downtown Newbridge? I rubbed my thumb along the band circling my right ring finger—my grandmother’s ring. Before she died, she’d made me promise I wouldn’t live life in the shadows of my brothers and sisters. Not only had she made me promise, she’d also taken steps to ensure I couldn’t whittle away the rest of my life. As much as I didn’t understand her actions, it meant I had to do something.

      For Grandma. I took a deep breath as I shook Mr. Hopkins’s hand. “I’ll see you tomorrow at closing.”

      “Not so fast.” A man stood on the sidewalk, just outside the doorway. “What the hell is going on?”

      Mr. Hopkins smiled, not the slightest bit rattled at the man with the puffed-out chest. “Wyatt, I’m glad you’re here. I had an official notice prepared but it looks like I won’t need to drop that off now. As of tomorrow, Ms. Ryan will be your landlord.”

      “But we had a deal.” Wyatt crossed his arms, making his biceps bulge. I resisted the urge to take a step back. I didn’t want him to think he intimidated me, even though he looked like he could split my head in two with his bare hands.

      “No. You made me a lowball offer and I declined.” Mr. Hopkins matched his stance.

      I waited, not sure if I should stay or go. Obviously, the men had history together. The last thing I wanted was to start off my new business on the wrong foot or with bad blood between me and my neighbor. Not just my neighbor, the guy with the giant scowl on his face was also my only tenant. My gaze bounced back and forth between a carefree Mr. Hopkins and the ball of fury blocking my exit.

      I took a step toward Wyatt. He hadn’t moved. His gaze cut into me like a dull knife. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “This is bullshit, Hopkins and you know it.” Wyatt clenched his teeth as he shook his head back and forth.

      “Ms. Ryan, I think you’ll find that Mr. Kerns is a reliable tenant. Despite”—he shot a grimace Wyatt’s way—“your initial impression.”

      “I’m sure he is.” I forced the lie through a pasted-on smile. “I probably ought to go. Early morning and all.”

      Mr. Hopkins lifted his hand in a slight wave. “I’ll see you tomorrow at closing.”

      “You’ll both be hearing from my lawyer,” Wyatt growled.

      I didn’t have the fortitude to stick around and listen to his threats. I gave Mr. Hopkins a worried smile, then sidestepped my new tenant and made my way down the sidewalk to the end of the block. I hadn’t had a chance to call a cab. The bus would have to do. Feeling around in my purse, I pulled out a wrinkled ticket. Should be enough to get me close to where I’d been staying.

      As I waited at the covered bus stop, I ran through the events of the evening. Owning a piece of Newbridge’s history wasn’t exactly an item on my bucket list. Swim with the dolphins? Absolutely. Hike part of the Appalachian Trail? For sure. Tangle with a pissed off tenant? Not in my wildest dreams.

      I’d had the chance to check dozens of items off my list over the years. As the youngest of seven, I didn’t suffer from the high expectations placed on my siblings. And thank goodness for that. My three older brothers were a doctor, a lawyer, and a CFO. My sisters were a veterinarian, an anesthesiologist, and a bank vice president. Although I often questioned if I’d been born into the right family, my grandmother had always been there to assure me I was exactly where I was supposed to be.

      As I waited for the bus, my cell rang. My sister Julie’s number lit up the screen. She must have heard I was back in town.

      “Hello?” I faked breathlessness in case I needed an excuse to get off the phone.

      “Trinity?” At the sound of Julie’s voice, my chest tightened. How long had it been since I’d seen my siblings?

      “Jules, hey. What’s going on?”

      “That’s it? You disappear for two years, and we’re going to play it like that?”

      I rolled my head to one shoulder, then the other, trying to release some of the tension in my neck. “I didn’t realize we were playing at all.”

      “Fine. We’ll skip the pleasantries. I heard you’re back in town. Mom knows. She’s having dinner at the house on Saturday. You’re expected.”

      Not “you’re invited.” Not “we’d love to see you.” But “you’re expected.” That pretty much summed it up.

      “What time?” I asked.

      Julie sputtered. “What?”

      “I asked what time? You said Saturday, but you didn’t provide a time.” Julie had a reason to be surprised. In the past I would have already made up an excuse. But I hadn’t come back to town to hide out. I’d come back to make something out of myself. To fulfill the promise I’d made to my grandmother all those years ago.

      “Six,” Julie finally muttered.

      “Great, see you then.” I disconnected. My siblings would fight me with everything they had when they found out what I was up to. I wasn’t ready to take them all on, Julie especially. We’d been tight growing up since we were the closest in age. But even with a four-year gap, I felt like the odd kid out. My oldest brother had been graduating college by the time I entered Kindergarten. I’d never felt like I belonged.

      But that was all about to change. As the bus lumbered around the corner and came to a stop at the curb, I caught movement out of the corner of my eye.

      “Hey, wait up.” Oliver barreled down the sidewalk.

      “What?” I asked as I stepped onto the bottom step of the bus.

      He held out my scarf, the one I’d had on at the bar. My grandmother’s scarf.

      “On or off,” the bus driver grumbled.

      “Can you give me a second?” I turned toward Oliver. Less than fifty feet separated us. I could grab the scarf and still catch the ride.

      But as I jogged toward him, the wind caught the scarf and blew it up. It floated on the breeze for a few feet before a burst from a vent sent it straight into the air.

      Oliver jumped for it but couldn’t catch it. I raced toward him, ignoring the sound of the bus doors closing behind me—the scarf was more important. Even if it meant I’d be hoofing the ten miles back to my friend’s place.

      The scarf caught on the limb of one of the trees edging the greenway up ahead. I reached the tree just as the bus lumbered by. So long ride home.

      Oliver caught up to me. He leaned over, his palms on his thighs, his breath coming in huffs. “Sorry. Noticed it. But you’d gone.”

      “Now what?” I pointed to where my scarf nestled in the treetop. “How am I going to get it down from there?” I’d done many things in my twenty-five years but never mastered the art of climbing a tree.

      “One crisis at a time, eh?” Oliver stood, stretching to his full height. He’d seemed smaller behind the bar, not quite as large and intimidating.

      I took a step back, suddenly aware that I was alone with the man on an isolated stretch of downtown sidewalk. Did he feel the same way as his boss about me taking over the building? Maybe I should have gotten on the bus and let the scarf go.

      “Back in a flash.” He grabbed onto the tree and hoisted himself onto the lowest limb.

      “What are you doing?” I looked up, already losing sight of him among the branches.

      He poked his head out, at least thirty feet above the ground. My stomach churned seeing him so high up in the tree. Heights weren’t my thing. Give me a thirty-mile hike and I’d tackle that in one day. But put me a few feet above the ground and I was toast.

      The scarf disappeared and a few moments later Oliver dropped to the sidewalk next to me.

      “Here you go.” He handed me the scarf.

      I clenched it in both hands. How could I have been so careless to forget it at the bar? “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

      “You’re welcome.” He tilted his head toward the direction of the bar. “Shall we?”

      “Shall we what?”

      “If I understood you correctly, you just missed your bus.”

      I nodded. “That’s right.”

      “Well, the least I can do is give you a ride. Let’s go.”
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      "You don't have to give me a ride, you know," Trinity said as she kept pace next to me.

      "Of course I do." I glanced over. "This isn't the kind of place you want to be walking around alone."

      She let out a laugh. "It's not even nine. I think I'll be okay."

      She'd be smart to be worried. Even though I loved the bustle of the city, it still made me a little nervous to be surrounded by so many buildings, so many places for someone to hide. "Are you from around here?"

      "Kind of."

      "What does that mean?" In my experience, you either were or weren't. I’d been born and raised in the same spot, on the same farm that my father’s family had lived on for generations. Instead of tall brick buildings pressing down on me, I’d lived among wide open pastures. When I glanced toward the sky, I could see from one horizon to the other, not the tangles of power lines and streetlights that currently rose above me.

      "Has anyone ever told you that you're nosy?" She squinted at me.

      "Don't you think 'curious' is a better word?"

      "If you say so." Trinity shrugged. "I grew up in Branford, a few towns over."

      I shot her a smile. "That wasn't so painful now, was it?"

      She met my grin with a dramatic roll of the eyes, reminding me again of my little sister. "My turn. Where are you from? Australia?"

      Putting my hand to my heart, I mocked being offended. "Ouch, that hurts."

      "Your accent. I don't recognize it."

      "New Zealand. A tiny town you’ve never heard of on the eastern side of the South Island."

      She nodded to herself. "That makes sense. So you're here for school?"

      "Finishing up my MBA. I graduate in May." Saying the words out loud made it more real, more immediate. Made it more imperative than ever that I figure out a way to stay.

      "And then you'll go back to New Zealand?"

      "We'll see."

      She glanced up at me, a question in her eyes. We’d almost reached the bar. I was supposed to be getting a better idea of her plans, not the other way around.

      I reached for the handle of the door. "Let me grab my keys and tell Wyatt I’ll be back in a bit."

      She nodded. "I think I'll wait out here."

      I didn’t blame her. After her initial run-in with Wyatt, I could imagine she’d rather steer clear until my boss had a chance to cool off. The music drifted through the doorway as I ducked inside. In the short time I’d been gone, business had picked up but was still pretty light on a Tuesday night. I still ought to be able to run Trinity home. With a quick nod at Lindsey, who’d taken over behind the bar, I ducked into the office to grab my keys and the helmet to my bike.

      Wyatt sat in the chair behind the desk, his phone to his ear. "You’ve got to be shitting me." He shook his head. "Are you sure?"

      I waited for a chance to get his attention.

      "Yeah. Thanks." He set the phone down in front of him and cradled his head in his hands.

      "You okay, mate?" I asked.

      Wyatt glanced up. "We're fucked. That was my attorney. Unless Hopkins or that chick⁠—"

      "Trinity," I interrupted. For some reason it rubbed me the wrong way that Wyatt couldn’t be bothered to remember her name.

      "Whatever. Unless one of them changes their mind before tomorrow, it looks like we’ve got ourselves a new landlord."

      "What about the expansion?" Convincing Wyatt to hire me on full-time, especially with the expense of sponsoring my work visa, was a long shot to begin with. Without the option to expand the bar, the odds seemed to shrink on the spot.

      Wyatt stood. "What about it? Hopkins said she’s planning some artist shit next door. No chance of us getting that space to expand our operation now."

      The air thickened. I tried to fill my lungs. Even with the odds stacked against me, Wyatt and Tapped had been my best hope of remaining in the States. But there had to be another way. "How about finding a new place? I keep seeing for rent signs around down⁠—"

      "I’ve checked them all. Nothing has the configuration we need. There are a ton of other buildings for rent. But none of them will work for what I want to do except the space next door."

      I bit my tongue to prevent myself from reminding him he’d had a chance to buy the building first. But Wyatt was a cheapskate and figured he could wait it out. And now both of us would pay the price.

      "I’ve got to run a quick errand. Think Lindsey will be able to handle the bar for a bit?" Now probably wasn’t the time to mention I’d be running Trinity home. But if I could pump her for info during our time together, maybe I’d find a way to make the best out of a bad situation.

      "Yeah, go ahead." Wyatt waved me on, his attention already consumed by the mess of paperwork in front of him.

      I made my way back to the bar, stopping on my way to double check with Lindsey. She typically waited tables, but as Wyatt’s wife and co-owner, she’d fill in wherever she was needed. That’s what business owners did. That’s the kind of responsibility I wanted. But on my own terms, not terms that seemed to be laid down for me before I was born.

      By the time I caught up to Trinity, I was surprised she hadn’t fled on her own. "You ready?"

      "What's that?" She gestured to the helmet I handed her.

      "You okay on the back of my bike?"

      "As long as you're okay on the front of it." She smiled. "You do know how to ride, don’t you?"

      I held her gaze. "Yes. But I’ve only got one helmet, and I’d prefer you wear it." I spun my keys around on my key chain. "Need help getting that fastened?"

      "No, I’ve got it." She donned the helmet, tightening the strap under her chin.

      I hadn’t had a passenger on the back of my bike before. I held it steady as she tossed one leg over, straddling the seat. It hadn’t made sense for me to invest in a car, but I couldn’t pass up the motorcycle I’d seen posted online. Now, as I was about to nestle myself between Trinity’s thighs, I was glad I’d invested some of my savings in the bike. I took my time getting settled, enjoying the way her legs wrapped around my hips. She put her hands on my shoulders, barely gripping on. That would change when I got up to speed.

      "Where are we going?" I tossed over my shoulder.

      "You know Fremont? Down along the river?" she asked.

      I nodded. "I’ll head that way. Just let me know when we get close."

      "Okay."

      "I won’t bite, you know."

      Her fingers tightened slightly around the edges of my shoulders. I balanced the bike between my legs and fired up the engine. We wouldn’t have much of an opportunity to chat on the way. The roar of the wind and rumble of the engine would make sure of that. I wasn’t even sure where to start with the questions. But as we rode through the empty downtown streets, I tried to come up with a plan. Buildings flew past as we wound our way toward the river. I took a wide right down a side street then turned onto Fremont.

      The leftover scent of the earlier thunderstorm hung in the air. We left the crowded downtown area, racing parallel to the river. I hadn’t spent much time in this part of town. The older buildings gave way to more modern construction. As I eased the bike to a stop at a red light, Trinity leaned close, her chest pressing against my back.

      "It’ll be up here on the left." She reached around my shoulder, her arm brushing mine, to point at a sleek condo.

      "That's where you live?"

      "No. That’s where I’m staying."

      The light changed and I put it in gear. A few moments later, I eased to a stop at the curb. Before I had a chance to cut the engine, she’d hopped off the back, her fingers already working on the chin strap of the helmet.

      "Thanks for the ride."

      I tucked the helmet she handed me under my arm and used my foot to pop the kickstand.

      "You don’t have to see me in or anything. I promise I can make it safely from here."

      I waited for the inevitable eye roll, but she smiled instead. The corners of her mouth curved up and not for the first time that night I wondered what it might feel like to kiss her, to tease that soft, full bottom lip with my own. Before I let myself get carried away, I had to start thinking of her as a barrier standing in the way of my future. I’d been caught up in those mesmerizing green eyes, sandwiched between her long legs. As much as I’d enjoyed it, I couldn’t let it get in the way of gaining some info. That had been the whole point of bringing her home.

      "So when are you moving in?" I tried to stall her.

      She adjusted the strap of her bag on her shoulder. "I’m not sure yet. But probably soon."

      "Do you have a lot to move? Wyatt said something about you starting an art gallery?"

      "Not exactly." She twisted her upper body, pointing toward the door. "I’ve got to go. Thanks again for the ride."

      "Yeah, anytime."

      She cast her gaze my way one last time before disappearing down the paved path leading to the front door of the building. I waited, some small part of me wishing she’d come back so I could get the answers I wanted... the answers I needed. As I fiddled with the helmet, adjusting the strap before fitting it onto my head, my patience was rewarded.

      Trinity reappeared. "Looks like my friend has a few people over. Do you want to come up?"
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      "So how long are you staying here?" Oliver trailed behind me down the long hall.

      "Depends."

      "Are you always so vague?" he asked.

      I smiled to myself. It wasn’t that I was trying to be vague—I really didn’t know. Macy was one of my oldest friends. We’d known each other since we were in the same pre-school ballet class at Miss Donna’s School of Dance. Macy had gone on to compete on the dance team while my true love turned to color ways, patterns and art. We’d grown up with opposite interests and different styles. But we’d always been there for each other.

      I put my hand on the doorknob of Macy’s condo. "Ready for this?"

      "I can't stay long," he started.

      "We haven’t even gone in yet and you’re already making excuses?" I tsked at him as I turned the knob.

      He caught my hand. "I’m supposed to be working behind the bar tonight."

      "It’s okay. You don’t have to stay." I pulled my hand free and walked through the doorway.

      He followed, letting out a low whistle as he stepped into the foyer.

      "Yeah, it’s obnoxious, isn’t it?" I was used to the high ceilings, marble tile floor and cut-crystal chandelier. "Just wait until you see the rest of it."

      As Oliver’s gaze darted around the room, I tried to see Macy’s place through his eyes. The scent of wealth seemed to ooze from the air vents. Every surface held some priceless vase or precious trinket.

      "Did you bring your friend?" The click-clack of Macy’s heels sounded on the tile before she rounded the corner. "I’m so sorry you couldn’t join us earlier. We’re just wrapping up a dinner party and would have loved having the two of you here."

      Oliver glanced from me to Macy and back again. Even he probably questioned our connection. Macy’s golden waves fell in perfectly styled curls over her cream-colored couture dress while my dark hair hung stick straight down the back of my now semi-dry casual T-shirt.

      "This is Oliver." I gestured his way. "Meet my friend, Macy."

      "The pleasure is mine." Macy reached a hand toward him. "Where did she find you?"

      "I told you. He gave me a ride back after I missed the last bus." I crossed the foyer, heading toward the living room. "How about a drink?" I didn’t wait for him to follow. Macy and her impeccable manners would make sure Oliver felt right at home.

      "Everyone’s out on the patio. Would you like to join us for a digestif?" Macy linked her arm through Oliver’s and tugged him along.

      "That’s an after-dinner drink," I called over my shoulder. "Macy studied French and likes to show off her skills to her stuffy friends."

      "Shh. They’re not stuffy." Macy let her arm drop from Oliver’s.

      I reached the bar. "They are stuffy. Boring too. Now, what can I fix you, bartender? Want me to make you a proper gin and tonic?"

      "Proper?" Oliver must have finally found his voice. I didn’t blame him. Macy had been known to render many a man speechless. "Now you’re taking potshots at my gin and tonic?"

      I couldn’t help but smirk as I made myself at home behind the bar and reached for the bottle of Bombay Sapphire. "It was okay."

      "Don’t pay attention to her," Macy said. "She pretends to be moody and dark since she thinks that’s how artists are supposed to act. But she’s a big puffball of cotton candy inside."

      I waved her off. "Watch it, Donnegal. I might tell your boyfriend’s co-workers about the real you."

      Macy stood on tiptoe and whispered something into Oliver’s ear. He let out a deep laugh before whispering something back.

      "What’s going on?" I set two thick-bottomed crystal tumblers down on the marble bar. "Don’t make me come over there."

      "She’s just telling me how the two of you met." Oliver smiled.

      The way his lips tipped up in a lopsided grin sent a delicious bolt of molten heat to my midsection. "The ‘Trinity can’t dance’ story?"

      "Now I know why you two put up with each other. I have a childhood mate back in Towley where I grew up. He almost knows me better than I know myself." He crossed the room to stand in front of the bar. "Just a water for me. I’m still on the clock."

      "Well Macy and I do know each other better than we know ourselves." I switched his gin and tonic for a glass of ice water instead. "Which is how I know that she’s got a patio full of brainiacs out there who couldn’t carry on a stimulating conversation if their lives depended on it."

      "Hey, now. Mitchell is out there, too." Macy clamped her fists on her waist.

      "He’s the worst of them all." I handed the extra drink to her and turned to Oliver. "Mitchell is her parent-approved fiancé. For some reason my bestie here thinks it’s her job to help him secure partner status before the wedding, so she keeps hosting amazing parties and soirees to further his career."

      Oliver nodded. "I see. I’m probably a bit underdressed to meet your guests then." He gestured to his own jeans and T-shirt.

      Macy took a sip of her drink. "They’re boring as fuck. I’d much rather hang out in here with the two of you."

      "But you can’t." I whirled her around by the shoulders and pointed her toward the patio doors. "Mitchie-poo is probably waiting for you. Go on."

      She pecked my cheek, probably leaving a mark. I wiped at my skin, my fingers coming away with a trace of coral lipstick.

      "Fine, you’re right. I’d better go check in on him and make sure he hasn’t died of boredom." Macy stalked toward the patio doors. "Oliver, it was lovely to meet you. I hope Trinity will invite you back sometime."

      "Me too." He shook her extended hand before she disappeared through the French doors leading out onto the patio.

      "So that was Macy." I lifted my glass in a salute before taking a long sip.

      Oliver’s brow furrowed. "So you’ve known each other since pre-school and now you’re crashing on her couch?"

      "Something like that." I plucked a slice of lime from the caddy behind the bar and squeezed it into my drink. "Although Macy would die before she’d let me spend the night on her linen-covered loveseat. She’s got a guest bedroom with all the trimmings. I’ve been hiding out there for the past week or so."

      "Let me get this straight." Oliver leaned his elbows onto the bar, putting his face less than two feet from mine. "You don’t actually live in town, but you’re buying a building and opening a business soon?"

      I took in a breath, trying to fight the way my pulse kicked up a notch. The combination of his closeness coupled with his unquenchable curiosity put me on high alert. When he put it that way, it did sound ridiculous. "I’ve recently returned. Until I find a place of my own, Macy’s letting me crash here."

      He nodded his head, real slow like he was trying to process what I told him. "Okay. So you have any family nearby?" He drained his glass of water before he set it back down on the bar.

      "Kind of."

      His teeth caught his lower lip, drawing my attention. Maybe it was the three gin and tonics. Or possibly the fact I hadn’t been with a guy in more than six months. But something about the way his teeth worked over that lip made me wonder what it might feel like if he were nibbling on me instead.

      I cleared my throat. That was it. Time to put the kibosh on fantasizing about the cute bartender. I had a business plan to finalize and a score to settle. As much as I appreciated the ride home—I could still feel the way his backside curved into me as I pressed myself against him on the bike—I didn’t have the bandwidth to entertain ideas of a distraction.

      The sound of the French doors opening made us both look across the room. Macy paused in the doorway, a tall, older man in a navy suit next to her.

      "Unless you want to get stuck chatting up a bunch of suits about the Federal Interest Rate, you might want to split." I scuttled out from behind the bar and took his arm.

      "So I’ll see you around?" he asked as I led him toward the door.

      "I’m your new landlord, aren’t I?" I reached for the door handle, but he caught my hand.

      "You’re Tapped’s new landlord. I just work part-time at the bar." His thumb grazed the tops of my knuckles. "I’d really like to see you again, Trinity."

      My hand warmed under his touch. The warmth traveled up my arm, over my chest, tingling up my neck and filling my face with heat.

      "Yes, Mayor Hunter." Macy’s voice floated across the foyer. In thirty seconds she’d be leading an entire entourage of people toward the door. I didn’t want to get caught up in introductions any more than I wanted to see my evening with Oliver end. But if I didn’t get him out of there—and fast—we’d both end up on the receiving end of handshakes and pleasantries.

      "Okay, okay. We’ll see each other again. Just go." I pulled the door open and practically pushed him through.

      The last thing I saw before I let it close was the grin on his face. Smug and sure, like somehow I’d lost something, and he’d gotten what he wanted. But I’d spent my whole life as the underdog, living in the shadow of my very capable, very successful siblings. It was my time to shine, my time to prove myself. And Oliver might not know it yet, but I was going to figure out a way for him to help me ensure my success.
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