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      There are three religions in the South – Baptist, Methodist, and Football.

      

      Tyler’s jaw clenched—both from irritation and getting ready for the hit his little brother was about to throw. He leaned casually on his porch railing, nursing a beer. Noah’s voice on the phone made him tense, and it made him check the label. His beer probably wasn’t one of the bougie brands his little brother now preferred after making it big in Hollywood.

      But Tyler didn't care.

      He was on edge given his brother’s call from out of nowhere. He and Noah hadn't been close since they were kids, so he was more than a little wary about what Noah wanted. He took another swig of the beer that now tasted cheap even to him.

      Sure enough, Noah spoke words that Tyler felt like a punch to the gut. “How did you ever get over Kay?”

      Tyler hit back for no good reason, his tone snarky and rude. “Why? Did you lose some girl?”

      But when Noah simply repeated the question, Tyler felt the shame creep up his neck. Even another swig of the beer didn’t fix it. His little brother had called for advice and Tyler was being an ass.

      For whatever reason, he decided to be honest. Maybe it was the combination of the alcohol and the direct hit. Maybe he’d finally realized it was just time to move on. He took a deep breath. “The truth is, I never did get over her.”

      He waited for Noah to make fun of him the way that little brothers did. To point out that Tyler knew where Kay lived, who she'd married, and that she already had a couple kids.

      But Noah didn’t hit back. That only made the conversation worse. Fighting was something Tyler could understand—it was the way he and Noah operated. But his little brother wasn’t in the mood. They said a terse goodbye and he’d been no use to his little brother.

      Or maybe he had, because only a few weeks later Noah had fixed things with the woman—it turned out her name was Zoe. Little brother had even landed a primo role in the next big superhero film. So now Noah Preston wasn't just going to be famous, he was going to be famous, the kind you’d put in all caps.

      Noah had gotten his dream, and Tyler was still standing on his damn porch drinking cheap beer.

      Their mother and his older brother Wills had simply barked at him to “find a new dream!” But it wasn't that easy, Tyler knew. The NFL didn’t come knocking for guys who blew out their knee their junior year of college. And the lawsuit had taken almost a decade to pay off.

      Despite Tyler’s new money, there was still no new dream. He didn’t have a plan. He didn’t have Kay. He didn’t even have a decent job, just one that made him need cheap beer and made his damn knee ache.

      Everywhere he turned were memories of high school, memories of Kay. At least she was happy. But Tyler couldn't stay here.

      He set the beer down on the railing and told his landlord he was moving out. Then he called his job and gave two days notice. Tyler bought a Harley Davidson and hit the road.
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      “No.” Mara put her hands on her hips. “You can't come in here looking like that.”

      “I’m in uniform,” Grace replied staunchly, even though the words made the bruises on her jaw ache. “There's nothing in the bylaws that says I can't work.”

      She’d memorized the handbook, because it the past three years it had grown necessary that she be able to come to her job. This wasn’t the first time she’d pull out the rules and regs—only the first time it wasn’t working.

      Grace’s dress and apron were freshly laundered and pressed. She’d done the load and ironed it despite the cuts and aches because she knew today’s shift would be the last one she ever worked.

      Smoothing her hands down the front of her apron unfortunately brought attention to the marks on her arms and hands, rather than to how amazing her uniform looked. They both knew well and good what Mara was talking about.

      “Now honey, I can't.” At least this time her manager sounded sincerely regretful. Not that it helped.

      Grace believed the makeup had done a better job of hiding things. Apparently not. She’d made it through the back door and clocked in, but only because no one had seen her. By the time she reached the kitchen, Lina was raising her eyebrows. And before Grace made it onto the floor, Mara stopped her. They’d come out to the parking lot for a “private conversation” and her manager had demanded she take a sick day.

      “I can't have this in my store,” Mara said, waving one hand up and down to gesture at Grace.

      It was Grace's turn to raise an eyebrow, even though the move pulled the right side of her poor face. Surely Mara had seen worse. Her boss had to be running from something herself, her name could not actually be Mara Lago. And this wasn't her store. She was simply the day manager.

      “You’ve got to get out of here,” Mara told her.

      Well, that was the damn plan, Grace thought. But she needed today’s tips in her pocket first. She’d planned to maybe beg or borrow from her friends. She’d hoped to hug them—gently—goodbye. But Mara had sequestered her out back and wasn’t even letting her re-enter the store. There would be no tips, no borrowed cash, and no farewells.

      Grace didn't say anything as her heart sank in her chest. She’d been saving for so long and it still wasn't enough. For a year, she’d skimmed from what was left after Johnny ravaged their accounts.

      Grace tried one more time. “Mara⁠—”

      But she cut herself off as she heard noise to her right.

      “What honey?”

      Grace decided to ignore the man climbing onto the very nice bike. In California, even though this was a dive chain pancake house, customers often came in their very fancy cars. They tended to park around back to minimize the people touching the paint job.

      “Just let me work today's shift,” Grace begged, “then I'll leave. You can tell them you fired me, and you'll never see me again. I just need today's money so I can go.”

      Mara at least looked conflicted, and Grace pushed harder. Everyone who hadn’t been certain about her relationship with Johnny could easily see the answer now. Grace was fooling no one. So she told the truth. “I miscarried.”

      She was barely able to push through the words without breaking the dam holding back her heartache. Johnny had killed her baby. What he’d done to her seemed of little consequence in comparison.

      Still, she felt every inch of it, and it was why she was leaving today, even though she didn't have enough money. Even though she didn't know where she was going. She knew that, if she stayed, she’d be next.

      “One day, Mara. That’s all I need.”

      Still, Mara waffled.

      “Please.” Grace hated begging. But she clasped her hands together, which meant that her whole right shoulder ached. The long-sleeved shirt hid the worst of the damage. Mara would never let her in if she could see the extent of it.

      “I can’t let you work.” Mara sighed it out as though she was sad about it. But before Grace could get angry, her boss held up one finger. “Give me a minute.”

      For the first time, a glimmer of hope sparked, but Mara was frowning and looking over her shoulder. Then she headed back inside, leaving Grace standing in the back lot, arms wrapped around her waist, waiting.

      The tall, dark-haired man had gotten off the bike and seemed to be checking the tires. For a moment, Grace wondered if he was waiting to hear the outcome of her personal soap opera, but that would be ridiculous.

      The back door slapped open, as Mara flew through the opening. “Zoey said he called. He's on his way over here!” With that, Mara pushed a handful of crumpled bills into Grace’s hands.

      “Everyone contributed. We love you, but you’ve got to get out of here.”

      Holy shit, Grace thought. Even as she looked at the money, she fought the urge to cry.

      “Go this way,” Mara told her, one hand on her back, aiming her away from the store. Grace didn't comment on how much the simple touch hurt. She watched where her boss pointed. “If you walk through the woods, there’s a small footpath. You’ll wind up along the highway. You should be far enough gone before he gets here.”

      Mara didn’t stay for a hug or a goodbye. She wished Grace good luck and ran back inside, but the money was what Grace really needed. She stepped off the pavement into the soft dirt just as the voice found her.

      “No car?”

      Turning her head, she saw him. He stood by the bike, arms crossed, expression fierce. It was all Grace could do to look at him without a horrifyingly rude expression on her face.

      Of course, she didn't have a car. Johnny didn't let her have a car. If she had a car, she would have left long before now.

      “Boyfriend trouble?” he asked, as if that wasn't obvious.

      Grace replied, saying out loud and with conviction the words she hadn’t dared to utter for too long. “He's not my boyfriend anymore.”

      The man smiled at her response, revealing wide, even teeth. He had a devastating grin and a dimple in one cheek.

      You could have been in one of those superhero movies, she thought. But she didn’t have time to think much further than that. It was clear he was trouble. And the last thing she needed was trouble.

      But he hooked the thumb toward his bike and said, “Hop on. I'll get you out of here.”

      She could walk away and be completely on her own, or she could take a ride from a complete stranger. So Grace made the second dumbest decision of her life.
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      The bike felt off balance to Tyler from the moment Grace climbed on and wrapped her arms around him.

      The feeling of her perched behind him and holding on tight was opening floodgates to memories he’d rather ignore. Suddenly, he felt as if he was riding his old Honda bike with Kay plastered to him, screaming like it was the best roller coaster ever.

      His mother had always warned him that the bike would be his undoing—one accident could ruin his football career. But it hadn't been the bike that ruined football. It had been football.

      But now, what did he really have to lose? Tyler simply hadn't planned to put anyone on the back of the Harley, as evidenced by the fact that he now wasn’t wearing a helmet.

      Grace had his one piece of safety equipment strapped onto her head, as he’d insisted. She might be legal wearing his helmet, but it probably wasn't much protection because it was too big, rattling around on her head.

      He went about three blocks—just far enough to get away from this Johnny guy—before he pulled to the shoulder, grabbed his phone, and looked up the nearest place to get her proper headgear.

      As he touched one foot to the ground to steady the bike, he felt it sway again from Grace’s movements. She seemed confused, as though she were getting off, but he motioned absentmindedly for her to stay put and she stopped squirming as though she were a child simply doing what he told her.

      His mother had never done what anyone told her. And Kay? She’d always told him what to do and how to do it. Even Wills’ wife Sarah, and Noah’s soon-to-be-bride Zoe, didn’t get cowed by any Preston man. So having this young woman on the back of his bike nodding along meekly tugged at him in an odd way.

      He’d been praying the whole three blocks that he didn’t get ticketed. Being away from home meant he wouldn’t be around to contest the fines. And he didn’t plan on sticking around, so it was best not to get one in the first place.

      Luckily, the GPS directed him to a shop nearby, and they made it without triggering any flashing lights or sirens. This time he put down the kickstand and waited while she climbed off.

      Throwing a leg over, he turned around to see she was already several feet away, her back toward him as she left.

      “Wait!” he called out, having already forgotten her name. “Grace!” That’s what her boss called her, right?

      She turned around, frowning as though she might not answer, then her eyes cleared and she looked a lot less wary. Grace waited for him to say something.

      “Do you know where you're going?”

      “Away. Far away.”

      Tyler nodded, not quite ready to commit, but willing to go farther than the mile and a half he’d taken her. “You don't have to leave.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder toward the store. “We're here to get you a proper helmet.”

      “Oh,” she said, as though that were an interesting idea, but she was shaking her head. “Don’t worry about it.” Then she added softly, “I can't afford one.”

      He nodded. He'd seen the handful of cash her manager had shoved into her hands, but it was probably earmarked for other things… No one could miss the bruises. “It's okay. I need a spare anyway.”

      “You need a helmet in my size?” Her doubt was obvious as she started to cross her arms, then clearly thought better of the move.

      He was growing too warm with the bike not moving. Tyler unzipped the front of his leather jacket. He wasn’t going to ride all over the country in a T shirt and shorts. But Grace hadn’t planned to get on a bike today, so why was she wearing long sleeves? He didn't ask.

      He was about to tell her, Come on in, we’ll find something you like when he realized that he couldn’t take her inside with him. Anyone would think the bruises on her face were his fault… All the more reason to get her a helmet.

      If someone turned him in, he'd be arrested in no time flat. And if no one turned him in, that would make him even more angry about the whole situation. So, instead, he said, “You wait here, I'm going to…” he watched her eyes narrow at his command. “Hold on…”

      Man, was he messing this up with a woman who clearly did not need to have anything else go wrong today. It had not been her morning. Or maybe her week, or the way she'd said it, probably a year or more. And here he was playing awkward savior.

      He figured starting over at the beginning would be the best thing he could do. So he held out his hand. “My name is Tyler.”

      Then he realized that, given her situation, he should go one step further. “Tyler Preston.” He pulled out his driver's license and showed it to her.

      She looked at the license just long enough to get the name and maybe figure out that his sign was Leo. Still, she eyed him as though knowing his name wasn't enough protection. It was probably a dumb move—he’d been making dumb moves for the past ten years, why stop now?—but he went one step further.

      “Whoever did this to you… I'll get you away from him.” With a breath and a prayer that it was the right thing to say, he added, “and I won't ever do anything like this to you. Or to anyone.”

      Grace still looked at him with a whopping dose of side-eye. Though he desperately wanted to tell her to stay put, he also realized probably one of the biggest problems with this Johnny asshole was that he'd never given her a chance or a choice. So Tyler said, “I'm going to go inside. I'm going to buy you a helmet. I'd love if you're still here when I come out. And then I'll take you to…”

      He didn’t know.

      He didn’t even really know where he was going.

      He sighed, figuring she’d be smart to run away from him about as fast as she was running from Johnny. “Well, I'm heading to LA, then up the coast and across the country—” He cut himself off then. Was he really offering her a spot on his bike for his whole trip?

      That was a bit much. Maybe she was whiny or rude—not that there were any reasons for her boyfriend to have done any of this—but there was nothing indicating Tyler would like her well enough to have her on the back of his bike for the next thousand miles. So he simply nodded and headed into the store.

      Maybe she'd be here when he got out. Maybe not.
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      Grace stood beside the bike trying to make a decision… any decision. Tyler’s helmet still hung from her fingertips, a heavier emotional weight than it should have been.

      She figured she had maybe ten minutes to choose whether or not to stay with him. She tried talking herself through the options.

      If she stayed, he could turn out to be as bad as Johnny. Or worse.

      She could leave. But… Grace looked around. She wasn't even five miles from the Pancake house. Johnny would likely find her sooner rather than later.

      This Tyler guy would have to make stops along the way. If she needed to, she should be able to make a break for it. And she could be far from here when she did it.

      Her heart was still pounding from leaving Johnny. Her stomach turning with fear that he would still find her.

      Staying on the bike was a dangerous proposition. As much as Tyler had treated her kindly, that didn’t mean it would last. And as much as she'd acted like an idiot disregarding her own safety and hopping on his bike, she wasn't one.

      She knew men like Johnny were possessive. They were known to hunt down and even kill the women who escaped them. In fact, her ex might be driving around the neighborhood right now. He would have gone into the diner, seen that she wasn’t there, and probably flown off in a rage.

      Her heart rate kicked back up as her eyes darted from side to side. Checking quickly down the road, she searched for his old black mustang. Then she whipped her head around to check the other direction. Johnny had a tendency to come from where she least expected.

      Grace slowly inched back, away from the road, into the gap between the two stores. She wasn't truly hidden. There were no bushes or trees to conceal her, but at least she wasn't standing in the open in the parking lot anymore.

      Shit. She was wearing a very obvious striped uniform.

      Even on the back of the bike and wearing a helmet, she would be a beacon in these bright, odd colors. She was almost grateful to be as bruised as she was, because it meant she’d worn long sleeves and leggings under the poly-blend dress. Reaching behind her, Grace untied the apron, then slowly unzipped the back of the dress.

      Letting it puddle stiffly at her feet, she stood there in her skintight clothing. It wasn't what she would normally wear in public. But that awful uniform was not going to be what let Johnny catch up to her today.

      If he caught her, he’d put her in the hospital. Grace was certain of that much. He might even kill her. In a heartbeat, she found she hated the very uniform that had once represented the only freedom she had, because even it had become about Johnny.

      As she was breathing out her own anger, suppressed and silenced for so long, she saw him. This Tyler Preston guy—whoever he was with his dark hair and bright blue eyes—had no dimple right now. He wasn’t smiling as he approached his bike. She watched as he turned and scanned the area, most likely looking for her. But he’d told her she was free to go. Did he mean it? Or would he get mad? She stepped back a bit behind the wall.

      The sparkles of a purple helmet caught and made her wonder if he’d figured out it was her favorite color, or if maybe everyone liked purple.

      Maybe her favorite color was just as stupid as Johnny had said.

      No, she told herself, no negative thinking. It didn’t even matter if what Johnny said was right, she wouldn’t believe it. She couldn’t afford to if she wanted to stay alive. She could sort out right from wrong and lie from truth later when she was safe. So she stayed put, watching, as he searched the bike for his helmet, which—oh, crap—was still in her hand. The one he held appeared to be just a little smaller.

      Which meant he probably couldn't ride off in his new shiny purple helmet if she didn’t give him back the old one.

      Double crap.

      But he seemed confused more than angry, so she slowly stepped out of the space and let him see her. There was that dimple. It shouldn’t move her. She needed to be immune to every man who would want something from her.

      She held out the helmet but, as he took it, she let her hand fall back, her decision still not made. Should she go with him?

      She needed to get out of here. The question was, was she better off with the devil she didn't know?
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      Grace didn’t want to ask for anything from him. Though she understood mentally that it was okay to ask people for help, she still didn’t feel she could do it. So she did as he requested and held on tighter.

      It felt more than a little strange to be wrapped around a man she'd met less than an hour ago.

      He'd asked her about the uniform and told her that he agreed with her—taking it off was a good idea. But then suggested that they pick it up and throw it into a trash can, rather than leaving it on the ground.

      “One,” he’d said, “If there are any cameras here. They'll think I kidnapped you because they probably won't see you did that yourself.” He waved his hand up and down at her new look. He was almost laughing, but she could tell he was getting nervous about what might come after him because of her.

      If he was as decent as he claimed, siccing the cops on him was a terrible way to repay him.

      “Two,” he’d added, “if they find that on the ground like that—” he’d motioned to the crumpled dress she’d left behind like trash, “—the police won’t think you walked away from your life as a choice. You'll be considered a missing person and they might start a manhunt.”

      Grace had stopped and tried to figure out if she was being manipulated. But even if he had been manipulating her, what he said rang true. The last thing she needed was the cops looking out for her. Johnny finding her was a bit of a long shot, but the police? They had a huge network. And it wouldn’t be the first time Johnny had claimed she’d run off and had everyone out searching for “poor Grace.” This wasn’t her first attempt at freedom, just the most recent.

      So Tyler’s advice was good enough to manipulate her, and she'd gone back and scooped up the clothing and shoved it into the nearby dumpster. So at least if there were any cameras on them, she would be seen to be leaving willingly with this man.

      Maybe the police wouldn't look too hard then.

      Then again, Johnny had friends and she was still too close to home. Another reason to stick with Tyler and get far, far out of town.

      She rode in silence with her arms around his waist, glad that she wasn’t squeamish about touching him. On the one hand, touching any man was faulty in her precarious position. On the other hand, after she’d been slapped and hit and called a whore for simply being polite to other men in the past, wrapping herself around Tyler Preston felt like a big fat F-you to Johnny.

      After a while, Tyler pulled the bike over again, this time at a convenience store. Surely there were cameras here, but Grace tried not to balk.

      “We both need a restroom break and a snack break,” he said, then quickly added, “I'm buying, so get what you want.”

      What she wanted was to tell him that she didn’t need his money. She was already indebted to him enough as it was, and she’d promised herself in her new life she wouldn’t owe anyone anything. But she didn’t have enough money to say no. At least she was smarter than she was stubborn. Her heart broke as she reluctantly grabbed a bottle of chocolate milk.

      Tyler picked something up from near the cash register and waved it at her—one of those crazy expensive little boxes of ibuprofen. She didn’t have it in her to say no to that either. The bike was vibrating at a low level, and every bone hurt. Damn Johnny for putting her in the position to need this, too.

      When she showed up at the register with just the one bottle of milk, he looked down at her and managed not to be pitying. “You should get some actual food. These things—” he shook the box of probably four pills, “—can upset your stomach. So can a bike if you're not used to it.”

      He seemed to want to say get whatever you want, as though he were throwing money around. The shiny new Harley outside suggested he just might have it, but Grace wasn’t going to spend anything she didn’t have to, even in what was given to her.

      She’d chosen a bag of Cheetos and wolfed them down.

      In another ten minutes, they’d eaten their food and headed back outside, ready to climb onto the bike again. This time she ached everywhere. Even putting the helmet on would feel like fighting one giant bruise; she let it dangle from her fingers still. Her stomach was feeling odd, though whether it was from the medicine she’d taken for the bruises or because she was on the run without enough money and with a man she didn’t know, was hard to tell.

      “I thought I'd go to LA first and see the beach.” He told her as he strapped on his helmet and handed hers to her.

      She couldn't help but scrunch up her face. That hurt. “Have you been out there before?”

      She might as well make herself useful.

      Tyler shook his head. “I should have visited, but I haven’t. My brother lives in Hollywood and—” he stopped short, as if interrupting himself.

      Interesting, Grace thought, but instead said, “You should probably visit your brother. However, the beaches in LA are nothing to write home about. You should go north toward Malibu, or South toward San Diego.”

      “I was going to head North anyway,” he said. “Go up Pacific Coast Highway.”

      She didn’t correct him and say it’s the Pacific Coast Highway. Instead she offered, “Malibu is gorgeous.”

      He would certainly drop her off somewhere before then.

      West Covina, where she lived—or where she had lived until this morning—wasn’t a tourist destination. But she did know her way around Southern California. She gave in and put on her helmet, trying not to flinch. “Where does your brother live?”

      “Hollywood.” He’d already said that.

      “I meant, the Hills? The canyons? Sunset?”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” He reached out to check the clasp on her helmet and his fingers brushed under her chin.

      Then her stomach clenched down hard on the chocolate milk and Cheetos she’d eaten far too fast. “If you have an address or a phone number, you should probably go see him.”

      Hollywood was expensive. And not as far away as she would have liked. But this was a much better start than she would have gotten on her own. She could get a bus ticket to somewhere. She’d be gone before Tyler met up with his brother, so she asked on a whim, “Is he anyone I would know?”

      Her eyes flew wide when he said the name. She was not expecting that answer.
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      Tyler bit the bullet; he’d told her who his brother was and watched as her eyes went wide.

      He hated it. Every time he mentioned who his little brother was, everything went sideways. No one gave a shit about him once they learned who he was related to.

      The upside of living in a small town was that everyone already knew about Noah. No one got that surprised “you’re related to a movie star?” stare. Instead they asked, how was Noah doing these days? What new movie is Noah going to be in? Isn’t it so cool to be related to a big time movie star?

      So Tyler had casually said, “Maybe you’ve heard of him. My brother is Noah Preston.”

      Then he’d watched as her eyes flew open. Her face lit up in a way he'd not seen before. For a moment, her bruises faded beneath her glee. And that hurt worse.

      His relationship to someone she’d never met made her glow like a lightbulb, when him saving her from the man who’d clearly been using her as a punching bag hadn’t had nearly the same effect. Noah wasn’t even here and he was still coming out on top.

      Tyler told himself that he had no real investment in this waitress that he’d allowed to hop on the back of his bike. She'd been scared, determined, and more. It didn’t matter that her smile made her more than pretty and put her into the realm of beautiful… bruises and caked on makeup and all.

      “I knew you looked familiar!” she cried. “With the dark hair, he looks just like you in Danger Games.”

      At least she said Noah looked like him. Tyler remembered, Noah had snapped a picture in the makeup trailer and commented that they could be twins.

      Well, that was never going to happen. “Do you want to meet him?”

      Why did he ask that?

      But as soon as the words were out, the strangest thing happened. The light turned off—just like a switch. Grace shook her head, suddenly her same small self.
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