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      Thank you to my best friend, my sister Teresa, who when I got stuck, made me explain the story to her. She helped me see that I was writing completely the wrong book which led to me starting all over again!

      And as always, this is for her, and the rest of my family.
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      Thank you to Sue who makes me look good, and Meredith who makes the most amazing covers for me.

      Thank you to my wonderful proofers, Anita, Rick, Susan, and Christine, and to my galley proofer, deborah (lower case deliberate x ). I love you all for your help.
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      A blazing connection between single dads from opposite sides of the tracks is fraught with secrets and lies, and a happily ever after seems impossible, unless they take a chance on love.

      Saved a long time ago by a man who saw a diamond in the rough, Logan is a single dad and the owner of Redcars Automotive, a haven for those in need. With custody of his daughter under scrutiny, his life is upended when a journalist looking for a story slips into his life without him realizing. Logan doesn’t want Gray more than once, but when sharing the secrets of his past won’t get the journalist to leave, what else can he do?

      After blaming himself for missing signs that his son was ill, Gray feels Ben is safer with his ex-wife and her new pediatrician husband. With a heart heavy with guilt, and his documentary company failing to find a story, he’s searching for some spark in his life to fix everything. When a series of arson attempts draws him to Los Angeles, he meets the secretive, scarred, and tattooed Logan, who makes him an offer that Gray knows he should refuse.

      This opposites-attract love story features two single dads reaching a crossroads in life, angst, secrets, arson, intimidation, and a found family so tightly connected that nothing can break it apart.
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            Logan

          

        

      

    

    
      Last week

      After seeing every hour in the night, I’d gotten no more than thirty minutes of decent sleep, every muscle ached, and my head hurt like a mother. The last thing I wanted today was to have to deal with lawyers, but there was too much at stake for me to fuck this up. I was early for the ten a.m. meeting—nervous as a racing driver with an engine fire—so I found a coffee shop within viewing distance of the office building that was home to Newman, Granda, and Lewis on the eighth floor. In downtown LA, it was impossible to walk twenty yards without tripping over the A-board of some artisan caffeine distributor claiming they served the best coffee in the city, and this one came with views of the 777 Tower as it soared to the sky.

      Everything here made me feel small. I researched everything I could, and I fought for the right to be in my daughter’s life, and I hated feeling small.

      God, I need caffeine.

      “Logan? Coffee for Logan?” the barista called my name.

      I stepped out from where I’d been hiding behind the unit displaying an artistically arranged set of mugs in what Millie’s Coffee Emporium called the Hollywood collection. Given we were miles from anything like the celebrity homes tourist trail in the hills, I thought Millie’s marketing was misguided, but who was I to comment. I might live and work in LA, but Echo Park was a long way from Hollywood. Instead of tourists, Millie’s was full of businesspeople who discussed everything from selling to buying in loud voices, and I’d yet to spot a single tourist; so, there was me, sticking out like a sore thumb.

      I found a quiet corner with a view of the glass tower where the meeting would be held, and sipped my coffee, wishing for a distraction and damn thankful when my cell vibrated with a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Everything okay?

      

      

      

      

      

      It was from Tudor Barrera, former boss, friend, pseudo dad, who would be waiting for me to tell him the meeting went well, as it usually did, but he was jumping the gun asking me too early.

      
        
          
            
              
        Too early yet. Just got coffee.

      

      

      

      

      

      I saw the dots dancing, and wondered what the comment would be.

      
        
          
            
              
        Give ’em hell.

      

      

      

      

      

      I snorted a laugh and sent back a simple LOL, but as I typed, I noticed a stubborn speck of oil down the side of my thumb, which had remained despite my best efforts to clean my hands. A mechanic was never truly clean of the sweat of honest work, of the oil and scent of leather and exhaust, although I picked at the spot as I finished my coffee just to see if I could clean it off, then pulled out the letter I’d received to read it one more time.

      It was a non-specific, generic, letter-headed missive to attend a meeting regarding Cassidy’s welfare—something we’d done before, and nothing unusual. I had my daughter every other weekend, a precious forty-eight hours from the end of the school day on Friday to Sunday afternoon, but maybe Izzy wanted more time with her new husband and his family? Maybe after today, I could have Cassidy—the six-year-old, precocious, smiling, sunshine, center of my world—for more time.

      I couldn’t avoid this thing any longer and headed out to the sixty-story glass building that housed the offices of Newman, Granda, and Lewis. After a warm welcome from the receptionist, I accepted another coffee with an undisguised enthusiasm that made her smile.

      “Please take a seat in the family room.” She opened the door to a space off the main corridor, and her polite expression never slipped once, even if she had seen, as I guessed, the rough that I couldn’t hide. Then again, this was LA. I bet she’d seen some things, from actors and rock stars to sports heroes. Maybe she thought I had celebrity money and had chosen to wear an old suit and even older shoes, or maybe she’d just been trained to be welcoming.

      “Thank you,” I said with a smile, which I was sure was little more than a grimace.

      “You’re welcome. Mr. Granda will be starting the meeting shortly, and I will come to find you.”

      My chest was tight, and I didn’t want to be here where I didn’t belong. I was thirty-one years old, responsible, owning and running a company. Hell, I even had a 401k. Still, I tugged down the sleeves of my shirt on instinct, and winced when I realized what I’d done.

      Protection mode activated.

      “Thank you, again,” I managed.

      “Do you need anything?”

      “Not to be here?” I quipped.

      She offered me a soft smile that was probably meant to be reassuring.

      I don’t feel reassured.

      She pulled the door closed, and then it was just me with coffee, pacing the six-by-six room with its plush sofa and conspicuous lack of windows. I didn’t like small spaces at the best of times, or the feeling of being trapped, so I opened the door a little and hoped to God this would be over soon so I could get back to the garage.

      I’d tried calling Izzy last night to suggest we didn’t need to meet so often—time was money. Only, it was a very polite Parker, aka her new husband, who’d answered the phone even though I don’t like the guy, he was so damned reasonable that my piss and vinegar attitude had melted, and I found myself thanking him for taking the call, unsure how he’d encouraged me to reach that decision. I hated that he’d somehow gaslit me into feeling bad for wanting to talk to the mother of my daughter, but I couldn’t focus on that now. Did all rich people go somewhere to learn these let’s-be-reasonable techniques, or was I just out of my freaking depth? Probably the latter.

      I was Cassidy’s dad. I made smiley pancakes, and built Lego, and played tea parties, and loved her with every breath in my body. I may have had a complicated past, detailed in the tattoos etched on my skin, but I could teach Cassidy things Izzy never could. I knew how to stand up for myself, I knew how to strip and rebuild a beautiful lady of a ’66 Thunderbird until she purred like a kitten, or more likely, growled like a tiger. I knew the things Cassidy loved.

      “I’m okay,” I muttered to the room.

      “Talking to yourself, Logan?” Izzy said from the doorway.

      I spun to face her as she slipped inside and shut us in. I felt trapped, but she hadn’t closed the door on purpose because she didn’t know I was claustrophobic. Hell, she didn’t know a tenth of the things about me that’d make her stop and think before shutting us into this small room. She floated in on a cloud of perfume, her ivory skin flawless, every hair in place, and jewelry that would keep the garage afloat for years around her neck, in her earlobes, and weighing down her hands. I’d never have gone out of my way to go with a high-class girl like her, but she’d gone out of hers to find a bad boy. I couldn’t even regret that night, or the joyride in a stolen car, or the arrest, or everything after that… because out of all of it came Cassidy.

      And she was every good part of me. She was everything.

      “Izzy,” I acknowledged.

      “Isabel,” she corrected, and fiddled with the handle of her purse. “Parker suggested that I talk to you alone before we reconsider the custody arrangement⁠—”

      “Which was made official with a court order two years ago,” I interrupted. “So, if we’re here to discuss me having Cassidy for more time, then I can agree to that without spending money on lawyers.” Money that I don’t have.

      “Logan, stop.” She held up a hand, and I saw the French-polished nails—she used to wear her nails longer, painted them scarlet, but this wasn’t the Izzy I’d known oh so briefly, this was the new, improved Isabel, who wanted to slot back into the world she’d once tried to escape with her walk on the wild side. “It’s not that.”

      “So, if you don’t need me to take her for more time, then what are we doing here?”

      “Parker has been offered a long-term role within his family’s bank in Europe. Switzerland, to be exact.” She used words, but the rushing sound in my ears meant I couldn’t string them together in any order. Panic gripped my chest. I couldn’t breathe. Switzerland? That meant…

      They want to take Cassidy.

      “No,” I managed. “No.”

      “Think of the opportunities⁠—”

      “No.”

      “Please be reasonable⁠—”

      “You’re not taking our daughter to goddamned Switzerland.”

      She winced at the harsh words, but I wasn’t going to be manipulated into thinking I was wrong in my reaction. How in God’s name would I see her? Would she fly back? Would I go there? How could I go there? Izzy was still speaking in that low, wheedling tone that reminded me of Parker, as if she had the right to stand there and rip my life apart.

      “It might only be for two or three years, and we think it would be best⁠—”

      “No.”

      Izzy’s lips thinned, her brown eyes flashing with temper, and that was the first glimpse of the old Izzy I’d seen in a long time. She’d been such a firebrand back in the day, a party girl, out for fun, and I’d witnessed the real temper in her, and I could handle that Izzy, the one who let emotions rule her head.

      She took a deep breath, steadying herself, then placed her purse on the sofa, taking that time to get her thoughts straight. I could see the temper ebb and then disappear—ice replaced the heat—and my heart skipped a beat.

      “Parker has suggested that Cassidy spend an entire four weeks in the summer with you and it makes sense because you’ll have quality time with her instead of four days or so every month. He knows the costs of flying may well be out of your reach, but he said he’ll cover the cost of a reasonable amount of flights.” She tilted her chin.

      Fuck that. I could be just as stubborn.

      “And I counter propose that Cassidy remain with me every other weekend, as per the legal agreement we reached, because there’s no way in hell you’re taking her to Switzerland.”

      “You have to be reasonable.”

      “‘Reasonable’ was me agreeing to only having her every other weekend because it was best for her to be with her mom. Her mom, Izzy! Not your new husband, who talks as if he knows what’s best for everyone just because he has money!”

      She pursed her lips, and I could imagine her brain working out what valid point she had to make this a deal I’d agree to. “What about the garage?”

      “What about it?” I owned it. It was profitable. Respected.

      “Every time she comes home, she’s filthy with oil and her hair is a tangled mess. Do you really think the garage is a suitable place for her to spend time?”

      Jesus. How did I defend that? I ran a place where curses were punctuation, where I worked from six in the morning till eight at night, sometimes even later. Objectively, not all my staff could be considered as good, wholesome people to be around a kid. Enzo had a record, Robbie wasn’t using his real name and I knew little about his background, not to mention Rio and Jamie, both of whom had only just gotten out of prison. We were a rough and ready crew, covered in oil, stinking of gas and exhaust, and yeah, there was nothing clean about my work or my life. But Cassidy loved spending time at Redcars Automotive—she thrived on spending time there—and everyone loved her right back.

      “She’s happy. She loves the cars, and the guys, and they love her. You know that, so don’t start with that.”

      “Parker said you’d be like this,” she snapped.

      I saw red. Fuck Parker.

      “So, in your plans, I miss her November birthday, and next year a seven-year-old turns up at my place, and we spend precious weeks just getting to know each other again, and then you swoop in to take her away again. Right?”

      “Logan—”

      “But then she turns eight, and nine, and soon she’s a teenager, and I’m just some random guy she has to spend time with every summer. Every year, my relationship with her is eroded by absence. It’s not happening.”

      “Logan, please⁠—”

      “I know my rights; we have an agreement, and you’re not taking my daughter overseas.”

      Izzy stiffened at what she likely perceived as a threat, but I wasn’t threatening her. I respected her as the mother of my child. Hell, I owed her for even telling me I was a father when she didn’t have to, but I was ready to fight to be a part of my daughter’s life.

      “Logan… listen to me.” She stepped closer and placed a hand flat on my chest, and I got an up-close look at her face, her brown eyes bright with emotion. This wasn’t the Izzy I had lusted after, this wasn’t the Izzy from my past, this was some painted doll who stood there and demanded things of me that I could never agree to. “Don’t make this about what you lose,” she encouraged. “Make this about all the opportunities Cassidy will get in life.”

      The fuck? “She needs her dad, and if you think I’m going to stand by and⁠—”

      “Maybe I used to think it was a good idea for you to be part of her life, but now…”

      “What’s changed, Izzy? I thought we were doing okay.” I pleaded with her, but she glanced behind herself at the door, and seemed confused for a moment. What in the hell was going on? Was Izzy okay? She was pale, and the unforgiving light in the ceiling highlighted the anxiety in her expression. “Are you okay? Can I help with⁠—”

      “You’re a criminal,” Izzy snapped, and the temperature in the room fell a few degrees.

      My sudden swell of sympathy at her confusion vanished in an instant. “I was,” I said. “You knew that when you wanted the bad boy.”

      She went scarlet and couldn’t meet my gaze. “You stole cars, you have a criminal record⁠—”

      “Yeah, but when you got caught coming along for the ride, you had a daddy who could pay off the cops.”

      “Your face scares Cassidy!” she pointed at the scar running from my eye to my lip.

      I tapped it, and she winced. “This? Cassidy doesn’t care about my fucking scar,” I snapped.

      She spluttered. “And you curse!”

      “Never in front of Cass, so fuck you.”

      We were toe to toe, and finally, everything heated up, her eyes brightened with emotion, and she took a step back. “And you spent time on the streets, doing God knows what.” She whispered as if she couldn’t bring herself to shout at me, knowing she was pulling on threads that should be left untouched.

      “Surviving.” I knew I sounded tired. “Trying to stay alive. That’s what I was doing on the street, not that that meant much to you, but then, not all of us had Mommy and Daddy to run back to.” I knew the barb hit home when she winced, and that wasn’t me anymore. I didn’t want to stand here and hurt her; I just wanted her to realize that I was Cassidy’s daddy. I inhaled, then shook my head. “This isn’t you talking. This is Parker. I’m not doing this with you, and I will fight you every step of the way.”

      “With what money? Parker said⁠—”

      “Parker said what? That I can’t afford a lawyer to fight this? That he’s won because of that. Fuck, I don’t need a lawyer anymore, I know my rights. We did the court thing. I got partial custody, end of story.”

      She straightened the jacket of her scarlet suit, then picked up her purse. “Then there’s nothing more to say.”

      I held her arm, and she let out a pained noise, and even though I hadn’t been holding that hard, I let go. “If the Izzy I remember is still in there, then she knows I’m a good dad. Please find that Izzy, and don’t try to take Cassidy away from me. I don’t want to have to go to court. I won’t let you do that to me and Cass.”

      “Are you threatening me?” she snapped.

      “What? No. Of course, not. I’m freaking pleading with you.”

      She paused with her fingers on the handle, but she didn’t turn to face me. “I’m sorry, Logan, but Parker’s family is not willing to back down on sending us there.”

      “I won’t lose Cassidy. I will fight this,” I said and left no room for discussion.

      The only indication she’d heard was the stiffening of her shoulders. “Parker will use everything he has to make sure you lose,” she murmured, then she glanced back at me, her lips trembling, real tears brightening her eyes. “I’m sorry. You can’t fight him on this, you should just accept what happens.”

      “‘Him’?” I softened at her tears. I was a sucker for tears. “What about you?”

      For a moment, I thought we’d connected, and then she blinked away the emotion and turned back to the door. “You can’t stop him.”

      “Then you stop him.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Can’t or won’t?”

      She met my question with a tilt of her chin, and I thought I might get honesty from her. “I won’t,” she said, then left the room.

      I wanted to leave—turn around and walk out of the high-rise and ignore this meeting, but if I did it was something Izzy and her new husband could use against me.

      My heart ached; I felt sick; and there was no air in this room. I was in a world I didn’t understand, but I refused to fall back on my destructive, self-doubting behavior, and be who they expected me to be.

      Shoulders back, I stalked past the receptionist to the exit.

      “Sir?” she asked.

      “I’m leaving!” I snapped at her, then stopped and turned back. “Sorry, that was rude. I can’t… I just… can’t…”

      “It’s okay, sir, I’ll let them know.” She gave me an apologetic half smile—didn’t stare at me, my clothes, my tattoos, or my scar—then nodded as I left.

      I’m Cassidy’s daddy. Not Parker with his money and his lawyers—me.

      And they can’t change that.

      However hard they try.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            Gray

          

        

      

    

    
      Now

      When Tudor Barrera contacted me to arrange a seven a.m. meeting, I didn’t balk at saying yes. After all, he promised me a story and used a name as reference that flew all kinds of red flags. I didn’t regret saying yes to an early meeting, but I did regret sitting awake until two a.m. watching old documentaries. Driving from San Diego to LA, I was running on two hours’ sleep and feeling like shit.

      I could’ve fallen asleep hunched in my car parked outside Cardinal Hope Mobile Home Park, waiting for the clock to show seven, parked outside businesses that weren’t open yet, down a side road.

      It was obvious that this small part of Echo Park wasn’t the most well-maintained enclave on the city’s books; cracks in retaining walls, plus gouges in the sidewalk all indicated these few blocks probably remained on someone’s to-do list. On the other hand, there were also thriving businesses I’d checked out as part of my research, and I focused on a payday loan store nestled against Tuck’s, the barber shop. A grocery store took up most of one corner, and a large sign with a giant arrow indicated Redcars Automotive was two hundred yards down the alley behind. I’d investigated the name of the place, wondering if it was based on how many red cars they’d had through the place, but apparently, it was named for The Pacific Electric Railway, colloquially known as the Red Cars, which used to run through Echo Park along the center of Glendale Boulevard. Calling the company Redcars was, I assumed, a nod to history in a place with buildings that were, brick-built, faded beauty reminiscent of an old Los Angeles.

      I might have seemed suspicious, but this was how I worked—always early to any meeting—taking in the lay of the land and making notes in the investigation file. There was no evidence of gangs in this small corner of Echo Park, LA. No teenagers in loud groups hanging out on street corners with no rules and the propensity to spray art on walls, no drug deals, nothing untoward. In fact, it was just me in my Toyota on this quiet LA street that gave me nothing in the way of backstory.

      My PA, Landry, had been the one to take the call from Mr. Tudor Barrera, and when he handed me the call details, he’d already completed initial research on a name the caller had mentioned, noting it connected to a company we were investigating.

      Albatrust.

      Holding company for a holding company for several more companies, blah blah. Albatrust was the head of the monster, and the golden egg of a story Grick Media had been working on even before my business partner, Nick, had left. Big Real Estate—capitals intended—was pushing its trickle-down, luxury housing agenda, which fueled gentrification in less prosperous areas, leading to more evictions, higher rents, and increasing homelessness. This story was an important one to tell because Albatrust was only one of the big companies profiting from forcing longtime tenants out of rent-controlled apartments or trailer parks so it could raise rents once they moved out or forcing tenants to live in substandard living conditions.

      So here I was, way too early in the a.m., staring at the barrier across the entrance to Cardinal Hope, and watching a security guy—big, broad, and skulking—leaning there smoking and staring at his phone. He’d arrived earlier, taking over from a skinnier guy, and I’d jotted down some notes. Cardinal Hope was under the watch of a receiver. But why did it need security? Did people have to check in and out of the place? Was the security here for the residents or for some other reason?

      I was getting the feel for the locale as the community woke up, reading through the notes about the things I observed, from people heading to work, to the group of young men who staggered down the street a little after five, shouting and yelling, and falling all over each other. I noted on the paper map sprawled open on the passenger seat that we were a mile and a half from a UCLA Extension, and not far from student accommodation, and when a group of girls passed the same way, it spoke for the neighborhood that they felt safe walking the short distance from the main roads, albeit in groups.

      The large X that marked the trailer park was one of seven on the huge LA map I opened, then refolded. All the marks were random and spaced out, no pattern at all, but all connected—potentially—by Albatrust and the insistent creep of gentrification. There was money to be made in places like this with older buildings being removed and replaced by condos, business premises, bars, and cafes. Property prices were driving people out of the city and into these old areas, and so many plots were coming onto the market. On the face of it, none of them seemed linked until Landry and I dug deeper and found that single name that might tie them together.

      It was nothing more than a niggle right now, a loose thread I needed to tug. There wasn’t much to go on—developers wanted the land, the people occupying the land didn’t want to go. But, what intrigued me was that Tudor implied he had information he wanted to share about threats and intimidation. One phone call later, and I was here on the trail of a potential story, and the familiar fizz of excitement was only muted by the fact Nick wasn’t sitting by my side.

      “I could really do with someone to talk to,” I muttered to my empty car and winced. I need to stop talking to my car.

      When the clock showed two minutes to seven, I jiggled the static camera that would record my view as I drove in case I needed to check out framing shots for a final documentary if we made it that far. I slipped my media credentials over my head, then drove the final quarter block, turning into Cardinal Hope, whose entrance was lined by flower boxes, scarlet and green cascading over the side, clearly cared for and loved, which was more than could be said for the road outside. My trusty Toyota dipped into a hole and crunched its way back out again at a drop in ground level between the sidewalk and the park itself, and I winced. With over a hundred thousand miles on the clock, the car had been my access to the world since the first day of college, my stakeout hideaway, and during long-term surveillance, she’d even become my hotel room.

      I noted, though, the clear demarcation between the outside of the park and the inside. Tudor had warned me about new security in place. His advice was to ignore it and head for his plot at the back, but the barrier wasn’t some flimsy thing, and I wasn’t in an episode of some cop drama, so I stopped. It could be that this level of security—which Tudor assured me had been put up in the dead of night—was here to protect the residents for real, but I’d seen enough to know that in most cases, this wasn’t the case. Security was often added to protect the investment property, rather than the people themselves.

      I pulled the car to a halt with the hood under the barrier and lowered the window to catch the attention of the guard staring at me from inside the solid-looking security booth. After a few short moments, the door opened, and the security guard stepped out and placed his hands on his hips staring at my car. Up close, he wasn’t just a big guy, he was huge, more like a nightclub bouncer than a rent-a-cop token offer of security. Hell, he’d even managed to squeeze his broad-shouldered, barrel-chested self into an official uniform with badges and everything. He was also armed. Given what I knew about Cardinal Hope, with its ninety-five residents and thirty-two mobile homes in this quiet, established corner of the city where crime rates were low, it seemed like overkill. The receiver was taking things a long way past serious, and in doing so, it raised a hundred red flags in the mind of an investigative documentary-maker like me.

      Why was the guard armed? Why was there a barrier? This was a place where people lived, did they have to go through security to get in and out?

      “Can I help you?” Mr. Security Guy asked with a growl.

      I made a show of locating his name badge—Grundig—and then smiling. Nothing countered intimidation more than a smile. “Good morning, Mr. Grundig.” I extended a hand out of the window to shake, but he ignored me. “I’m here to visit a friend.”

      “Officer Grundig,” he corrected me, although I didn’t see any official police badges and got the impression he was posturing. “No one goes in before eight.” He leaned towards the car, and I could see his stance stiffen when he saw the media badge around my neck. “Come back at eight.”

      “This is a residential park that doesn’t have opening and closing hours,” I reminded him gently, but respectfully.

      He bristled and tensed, then moved his hand to rest on his weapon—it seemed I hadn’t been gentle and respectful enough. He was big enough to pick me up and remove me, but instead he’d indicated with his body language that he was armed. What was he going to do? Draw his gun to shoot the guy at the gate with no ulterior motive other than visiting a resident?

      “Come back at eight,” he repeated.

      “That would mean letting my friend down. I’m never late for appointments, and you’re making me late.” I’d already checked bylaws, rules, and every single piece of legal paper concerning the park, and others like it, and I knew my rights. Big-ass Grundig wouldn’t pull the gun, but he’d been schooled in intimidation 101. I reached up and angled the camera on the dashboard toward the security cabin and the scowling Grundig.

      His gaze narrowed. “Are you filming this?” He wavered between anger and uncertainty, but as I’d experienced before in this kind of situation, he was unsure about what was going on, and reacting in the only way he knew how.

      “I’m concerned because you have your hand on your weapon, sir.”

      “Turn the camera off. Immediately.” Grundig was edgy, nervous.

      I caught him glancing over his shoulder at the security booth. It was easy to spot the cameras there, four of them, two trained on the gate area, the other two facing inwards to the park beyond. If Grundig pushed unlawful filming, then I would point out the fact this was what he was doing on behalf of whoever had hired him. Yes, that was a very gray area, but I’d learned that pushing the rules aside every now and again kept me safe.

      “I’m visiting a friend,” I repeated. “I would be grateful if you could raise the barrier. Please.” I threw in all the respect I could and waited.

      His gaze flicked back to the cabin, and then at me, and he widened his stance. “You can’t film here. I’m calling the cops if you don’t move on,” he said, although his hand moved from his weapon, and he hooked his thumbs through his belt.

      He’d realized intimidation was a fail and had gone straight to including the authorities in a situation where, if he’d just opened the gate, I would’ve driven through, and it would’ve been a very normal day. What he didn’t realize was that the problems he was causing were making this story all the more interesting. I got a rush of adrenaline that this might end up being something more than a simple meeting. Hell, it could be the end piece of the first documentary I finished, and then actually sold, since Nick had left. It was about time I found something that gave me the familiar investigative reporter butterflies in my chest.

      “If you call the cops, that will delay the meeting with my friend, and you know as well as I do that, if and when authorities arrive, they will point out to you that you are unlawfully impeding my entrance.”

      “You’re trespassing on private property.”

      “This is not private property, Mr. Grundig.”

      He was out of his depth, and he took a step away from the car. I expected the next thing would be for him to raise the barrier and let me in, only he stiffened and stared beyond me. I followed his gaze to see a man leaning on a stick limping our way. The new arrival had a shock of white hair and carried such an air of determination that I knew something was going down.

      It was easy to see this was Tudor from the picture I’d found online—an older version of that Tudor, but definitely him. He glanced over at me, his expression dark, and then he dropped a bag by the mechanism for the barrier before pulling out a large battery-operated drill with an attachment to undo bolts.

      “Hey! Stop that! What are you doing!” Grundig shouted, but his voice was drowned out by the noise of the wailing drill as Tudor began working on the mechanism and loosening bolts.

      Grundig shouted louder, stalking over to Tudor, and telling him to stop, but Tudor didn’t stop, and I saw the first wobble in the barrier. As much as I admired Tudor for his ingenuity, Grundig was armed, and even though we had cameras filming everything, things could unravel fast. I’ve never gotten out of my car so quickly, leaning back in to adjust the camera to capture everything, and then hurrying the short distance between myself and what looked like the start of a mean and one-sided altercation.

      Grundig attempted to wrestle the drill from Tudor, who was wild-eyed, furious, and for a small older guy facing off against a giant, holding his own. The journalist side of me felt as if I should avoid getting involved and let this work through to the end, but my humanity was way bigger than the possibility of selling the story. There was a lot of shouting. Tudor repeating over and over—“leave us alone, leave us alone”—and Grundig, one hand on his weapon and the other gripping the drill—trying to wrench it from Tudor. I had one chance to stop this myself, but I already had the cops on speed dial, and I wouldn’t hesitate to get involved if this turned into something out of a nightmare. Tudor yelled and cursed, his temper high, Grundig shouted orders like a drill sergeant, on the edge of losing control, but without hesitation, I shoved myself in the middle of them. I tried to push Grundig back, but he was a mountain, and even using all of my weight, he didn’t move.

      “Calm down! Calm down!” I repeated and directed it at both of them, but neither were listening. The drill whined as it caught, and the next bolt loosened. The whole weight of the mechanism shifted, and Grundig stepped back, hands raised. I glanced at the front of my car right under the barrier and regretted not parking it farther back, because it was coming down any second now.

      “I don’t get paid enough for this!” Grundig yelled and stalked back to the booth, slamming the door behind him.

      Tudor was breathing hard, temper and determination in every line of him, and he shoved the drill hard against the last bolt holding everything together. “No one keeps me prisoner!” he shouted at the cabin. “No one. You hear me?”

      “You can stop now,” I shouted over the noise of the drill.

      But Tudor was in a world of his own. “They’re stealing everything, destroying it all, my home, my family!”

      I tried to grapple the drill from him, but I’d seen him battle against Grundig, and he was stronger than he looked. In the end, there was nothing I could do as the last bolt came away. Tudor stared at it in his hand, holding it as gently as he might a baby bird, his tears slowing, and then, he stared up at me, blinking, shocked, as if he couldn’t make sense of what he’d just done. I waited for the barrier to shift, but it rested where it was, balanced enough not to fall.

      “It’s not a prison! It’s my home! It’s mine, it’s everyone’s…” He blinked at me.

      I patted his shoulder, not quite knowing what to say. I had all the standard answers, the concern, the understanding, but this was raw, and with every tear that tracked down his weathered face, I doubled down on the promise to myself that I wouldn’t let this story die. At least I didn’t have to worry about the barrier slamming on my car as it rested in the support, rocking in a gentle motion.

      “I’m putting it up!” Grundig yelled from the cabin, and the words didn’t make sense, until the barrier groaned, and then, everything went to shit. I grabbed at Tudor. There was nothing holding the barrier steady as it rose. It was going to fall, heading for him, heading for me, and I was frozen about which way to go, until someone yanked us out of the path as the metal struggled to rise. It made it halfway, then with a wrenching crack, it crashed back down, past the safety stop Tudor had removed, and slammed into the corner of my car, shattering glass, bending, and destroying everything, as something covered us both and slammed us into the dirt.
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      “Why won’t you just fucking balance!”

      Why wouldn’t these figures make any fucking sense? Every second that the last few measly cents refused to balance, I could feel my grip on my anger slipping. Fucking online banking. I hated it with the passion of a thousand fiery suns, but my disgust was all about passwords I never remembered and charges the bank levied on the account for seemingly no reason at all. Plus, it was all fake money—just numbers on a screen—and I barely got to feel real money in my hands anymore. I couldn’t pile it up and stare at it as it made complete concrete sense in my head. Time on the streets, hoarding every grubby dollar or fallen coin I earned, and this system in the cloud—whatever that was—still made me feel as if I had nothing of worth at all. Yeah, the books were mostly in the black—yeah, yeah; we were busy—but what about real money I could have to hand?

      “This is all your fucking fault,” I snapped at the picture hanging over the desk, an unsmiling Tudor—the previous owner of the garage I now owned, Redcars Automotive—staring back at me with just a hint of fuck-you in his flinty gaze. It was an old photo—he was probably only in his fifties, but it had been hanging there when he’d first rescued me, and I wasn’t taking it down now that the place was mine.

      “Phone!” Enzo’s shout startled me.

      I immediately lost my place in the online ledger, which was a ball ache of massive proportions, and sent my temper rocketing in a split second. “You answer it!”

      Worrying about Cassidy and Switzerland, not sleeping at all, exasperated with myself for not seeing any obvious accounting error, irrationally pissed at a man who’d retired two years ago, and incensed at the banking system for being an unadulterated bag of dicks, I was this close to fudging the figures.

      “Fuck’s sake, Lo! Phone!” Enzo shouted again.

      I flared as he knew I would. “Jesus, Lorenzo! Take a fucking message already!” Things were bad if I was long naming him.

      “I’m not your fucking secretary, asshole.”

      Enzo was the only person who talked to me like that, because according to everyone else who knew me, I was terrifying. It wasn’t because of my size—I was five-ten—it was the tattoos and scars on the right-hand side of my body, and the snarling attitude that kept strangers at bay. Enzo and I had a complicated relationship, but for his sins, he was my best friend, and he knew with frightening accuracy just how far he could push me before I snapped.

      “I’m doing money stuff,” I shouted, but that was a lie. I mean, I had been doing money stuff, but the minute Enzo had shouted, I’d stopped and was now drinking the dregs from the coffee pot and staring at my screen as if I could magically find the missing money. I loathed admin and despised bitter granulated coffee, but the absolute worst thing I hated was answering the phone. “Get Robbie to take a message!” I shouted.

      “He’s not in yet!” Enzo yelled back, and I could tell he was getting closer to the office, probably wielding a handset. “Stop shouting!” Silence. “Hold your horses, I’ll tell him!”

      Thank fuck for that. Enzo had answered the call. Then it went quiet, and fear prickled down my spine. Why was Enzo quiet? My office door slammed open.

      “Tudor wants to talk to you, says shit’s going down at the trailer park,” Enzo said.

      My heart stopped. “What?” I grabbed the phone from him. “Tudor? What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t care what we agreed, Logan! That damn barrier is stopping him from getting in, and I’m going down and fixing this right now!”

      “Fixing what?” I was already out of my seat as soon as I realized it was Tudor on the phone—out of the people at the Cardinal Hope meeting last night, he was the one who was closest to losing control, and as much as I talked to him about procedures and caution, I didn’t have to look too hard to know he was close to the edge.

      “I’m gonna go down there and fix this!”

      “Fix what? What are you fixing? Tudor?” I stumbled over my chair as I headed for the door to my office, tripped over some discarded reports, and connected with the tool cabinet, but none of the pain was as important as getting to Tudor before he did something stupid. There were too many people involved who didn’t want the cops brought down here, least of all me. Tudor seemed to have forgotten everything in this wild grab for control, the one who called for action over inaction. The eighty-year-old, former owner of this garage was stuck reliving his glory days and thinking he could handle the corruption and double-dealing that was forcing us out of our homes.

      The phone went dead, and I shoved the handset at Enzo. “I need to get to the park. Tudor’s freaking out about that damned barrier.”

      “I thought you told him⁠—”

      “You’re not helping!” I left the garage at a run, scrambling over the high fence separating the back of our property from the trailer park, and then sprinting as fast as I could in heavy boots to Tudor’s home. I shoved my way inside, but there was no one there, and I got a very sick feeling that Tudor meant every word of the threats he’d been making at our last meeting. All he was doing was giving the bad guys ammunition to get us all moved on, and if the park fell and we all lost our homes, then Redcars Automotive was next. I needed my home and my job if I was going to fight for Cassidy, and people had to understand that we should use legal means to get this stopped. I heard shouting, and without an alternative location to head for, I ran to the source of the noise and rounded the corner into chaos. The barrier that had been installed last week lifted at an awkward angle, swinging out over a car, and someone struggling to hold back Tudor would be right in the path if the barrier was to fall. The red-haired man wasn’t tall; hell, he was a head shorter than me, and slight, but he was struggling with Tudor, who seemed to be fighting.

      If they didn’t move…

      I didn’t hesitate. I threw myself at Tudor and the red-haired stranger and shoved them out of the way just as I heard the horrific screech of metal on metal and the shattering of glass. I felt something hit my shoulder, the pain was sharp and bone-shaking, but it was nothing I hadn’t felt before.
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