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            ABOUT DEMETRIUS

          

          (SINGLE DADS OF GAYNOR BEACH)

        

      

    

    
      Hotshot architect Demetrius Johnson is too young to be starting over after divorcing his childhood sweetheart. But when you’re a dad, you learn to put your responsibilities first and your feelings last.

      That’s why he moved to Gaynor Beach in Southern California for a new job to support his son and start over. But, unfortunately, it’s also why he has to put up with Miguel.

      Miguel is everything Demetrius isn’t—reckless, careless, playful, and spontaneous. But, most of all, he’s dangerous because he’s making Demetrius feel something he’s never felt before.

      Straight out of his only long-term relationship, with a ten-year-old struggling to adjust, Demetrius knows he’s too old to question his sexuality. But he can’t help his growing attraction to his flirtatious new co-worker.

      Will Miguel find a way to show Demetrius that he’s more than a good time? Or will the pressure be too much for this young single father trying to rebuild his life?

      Demetrius is a gay single dad contemporary romance set in the shared world of Gaynor Beach, featuring an age-gap, interracial, opposites-attract love story where both partners share more than a few first times, raising a precocious tween ready to cause chaos along the way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          DEMETRIUS

        

      

    

    
      Nothing screams new beginnings like totaling your car on the run from your past.

      With a groan, I cracked my back and resisted the urge to kick my blown-out tire. Scuffing my new leather shoes would only add to my bad mood, and I wasn’t going to have money to spare before I got my next paycheck.

      Wiping at my sweaty face, I couldn’t help but wonder how long it would be until a tow truck arrived. My son and I needed to get off this highway median before we melted or got hit by another car.

      The sun was already beating down on my back, and Lord knew I had never been a good mechanic, barely knowing my way around a flat.

      Buildings, I understood. Monuments too. Restoration architecture had been my bread and butter for five years, and I was damn good at it.

      So you’d think maintaining and preserving a machine wouldn’t be much different, right?

      Wrong.

      I paid people to do that for me.

      Past popping a hood, or anything beyond replacing a flat tire, I was like an infant being taught advanced trigonometry.

      I was way over my head.

      Or in deep shit, as my mom loved to say.

      And speaking of parents, I could practically hear my dad in my ear chewing me out, accusing me of being a fuck up for not being able to do something “all men should be able to do.”

      Though, I guessed my situation was outside the scope of most men, as my front bumper was hanging on for dear life. A wheel on the front and one on the rear were blown. And bits of glass and chunks of metals were strewn across the median.

      I was no expert, but I’d be surprised if my car could be fixed at all.

      “Fuck,” I gritted out, dazed and confused and at a loss for words.

      I was going to make myself dizzy pacing around, hoping every loud honking horn or heavy thud was Golden Bear Towing flying down I-805 to rescue us from this California heat, ferrying us to Norton Automotive.

      But, alas, I was stuck on that highway to hell.

      “Dad!” I looked up and over at a rolled-down window. “It’s Mom. She said, ‘answer your phone, now!’ Grandma called her. I told you she would.”

      I sighed, avoiding eye contact with my ten-year-old son, who did the same. He was doing his best stank face in the back of the car, listening to some obscure rapper that made my ears bleed since the volume was on “way too fucking loud.”

      Meech’s headphones were practically rammed down his ears, and I was sure he wouldn’t hear me respond even if I attempted to.

      So I didn’t. And I didn’t tell him to turn it down either. What was the point when I personally would’ve loved to be drowning everything out? I couldn’t blame him for his attitude back then.

      It wasn’t like I could’ve anticipated a mattress flying off the back of a pickup truck. But even so, I wasn’t happy about nearly killing us both trying to avoid it.

      People tended to complain I was a perfectionist, and I used to brush the critique off. But I’d never felt more off-kilter in my life, and I couldn’t find a way to cope.

      Nothing made sense. Nothing was going as planned. And I didn’t know what to do next.

      Besides calling back my son’s mother, who probably almost had a heart attack at the news. It was bad enough that my mama treated my ex like her real daughter and told her what happened behind my back before I got a chance to compose myself.

      Now I knew they’d be up late gossiping about how I should’ve stayed in Maryland instead of attempting this cross-country journey by car, alone, and how I should’ve just flown us here if I saw no other way to start over.

      If only shipping wasn’t so outrageous, I would’ve. Or, in the words of my mama, if I wasn’t so damn cheap. Bless her.

      Filling my car to the max helped offset the cost of the move, until this unfortunate sequence of events. And now I’d worn myself out driving for nothing, really.

      Digging in my back pocket, I whipped out my phone and swallowed my pride. Sure enough, there were three missed calls plus five messages from my “WIFE.”

      And the three dots aggressively blinking at me warned me she was about to fire off a few more.

      “Shit…,” I muttered under my breath, wedging the phone between my ear and shoulder as I looked for the tow truck. “Hello? Hello~ Oh, good. Denise, look⁠—”

      She picked up and cut me off right away.

      “Thank God you’re both okay! What the hell happened, Tri? Meechie said something about a mattress!? Are you hurt?”

      Some tension rolled away, replaced with anxiety, as I tried to calm her down and walk her through what happened.

      Denise sounded so afraid. And that was normal. Her son wasn’t picking up, and though I was her ex-husband, it wasn’t like all our feelings for each other had disappeared overnight after we divorced. Even if they weren’t romantic anymore, we still cared deeply for each other.

      Hell, it had only been three months since we made things official, even though it already felt like it had been three years.

      Which reminded me that I really needed to change her contact on my phone.

      But that was beside the point. It was normal for a mother to be so fearful after an accident. I would’ve been the same way. I was the same way, an emotional wreck.

      Despite those obvious facts, it just drove home the fact that I’d lost control of my life. Denise and my son made me feel more like a fucking loser with each passing day. And for the first time in a long time, I agreed with that assessment.

      First a marriage in shambles, then a son closing himself off from me brick by emotional brick. And now a pile of junk that used to be a car to top off this shitstorm.

      I dreaded thinking about what was waiting for me next in this cosmic game of “fuck Demetrius Johnson, Jr.” that had been going on for a little over a year.

      With a heavy sigh, I murmured, “Talk soon, okay? Once we’re in town, I’ll call you back for sure.”

      “Okay,” Denise said, a small tremor in her voice. “Call me when you can. Stay safe…”

      There was an awkward silence where “I love you” would usually come as naturally as breathing between us.

      “Love you.” I worked up the courage to say it first because I would’ve thrown myself into oncoming traffic if the awkward pause went on any longer.

      I just couldn’t handle awkwardness anymore. I was over it, truly.

      “… Love you too! I’m so sorry, Tri. I hope everything goes well with work tomorrow. If you can’t make it, don’t worry about it. Though, I guess you’re still planning to go in either way… But I’m sure the company will understand if you let them know what happened.”

      I chewed my bottom lip.

      Am I that much of a workaholic that she just assumes I’d roll into work after all this? Ding, ding. Of course I am. She knows me best.

      “Of course, of course. Bye.”

      “Bye-bye. And tell Meechie to answer his phone too.”

      I hung up after nodding as if she could see me. If there was one thing Denise was anal about, it was picking up your phone when she called. Where my anxieties manifested into overthinking, hers always took the form of us getting killed or kidnapped when we let something go to voicemail too many times.

      I blamed True Crime; those serial killer shows and podcasts had you thinking everyone was out to get out.

      “Dad?” Meechie called out, and for once, his bright white AirPods weren’t drilled into his ears.

      You’d think he was recently going through puberty with the 180-degree turn in his personality.

      “Hm?” I asked as I came up beside the window, taking off my glasses to wipe them down.

      “Are we going to be okay?”

      Damn it. It was a simple question, and yet again, I was at a loss for words.

      We were going to be okay in the short term, at least. I had enough saved up for this to be a major inconvenience, but nothing more until the insurance check came. A moving pod was still hauling our life down to Southern California, as I had enough insight not to try to tow it myself beforehand.

      But his question conjured up visions of the future that were murky at best when it all used to be so crystal clear.

      Are we going to be okay? I have no fucking clue!

      “Yes,” I said with confidence I didn’t really have. “We’ll be fine. And once that truck comes, we’ll crash at a hotel tonight since most of our stuff is probably damaged. Then we’ll be in our new home when the pod arrives. You and me. Together.”

      He nodded, a peculiar twinkle in his dark brown eyes, and seemed to relax from that tiny reassurance. He went back to scrolling on his phone, cool as could be. Though, he was still ignoring Denise’s messages.

      And I knew he wasn’t faking it, how relaxed Meechie was. I could always tell when he was really antsy or nervous. His emotions, unlike mine, always appeared on his face.

      Demetrius Johnson, III might be his government name, but he acted nothing like me and absolutely didn’t resemble his grandpa. He was too collected to be only ten and most definitely didn’t share the family trait—being anal about everything and anything 24/7.

      I tapped the hood of the car and turned around, leaning against the frame. The sun was still beaming down, but I was feeling a bit more hopeful then.

      Though I wished Denise was there to be the intermediary. She was always better with words. But that wasn’t an option anymore.

      I showed love by doing and providing. And I couldn’t provide much of anything for Meechie until this goddamned tow truck showed up.

      You’re young; you’ll find love again…

      I’m so sorry…

      Could be worse; at least it’s amicable…

      None of my friends’ and family’s platitudes really helped in the wake of those simple words, “I want a divorce,” that changed my life forever.

      I was way too young to be starting all over, uprooting, and moving halfway across the country on top of it all.

      But all I could do was hope to mend my broken heart in a new town and repair my relationship with my son, seeing as he was all I really had left now.

      Oh, and fix my front bumper, if possible. That would be great!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          MIGUEL

        

      

    

    
      I climbed down the scaffolding with a regretful smile already pulling at my lips.

      Dan was at the bottom waiting, not looking so happy. Instead of saying anything when I hopped down, he shrugged sadly, but I wasn’t really the type to let goodbyes get the better of me.

      “You’re done already?” I demanded, slapping his arm playfully. “Who is going to install that floor now?”

      He grinned.

      “That’s on you now, buddy. Like it was supposed to be from the start.”

      I shook my head, forever teasing that Dan had to man up and help with the labor despite being the project manager. Well, former project manager now.

      “No way. My old knees can barely bend anymore, and you expect me to kneel on them?”

      “Always complaining,” Chris said, climbing down behind me and passing me to give Dan a hug and a pat on the back.

      “It’s been great working with you,” Chris said. “Best project manager I ever had.”

      “We love you, Dan!” Mike shouted from above. “It won’t be the same here without you!”

      Dan laughed.

      “Okay, you guys can stop bullshitting me now.”

      “It’s true,” I argued. “Who else is going to let us drink beers onsite?”

      “Sh,” Dan hushed, glancing around. “Don’t mention that to anyone, yeah?”

      Chris chuckled.

      “Come on, the end of the day on a Friday doesn’t count. No one would mind.”

      Dan shook his head. “I don’t know. I heard my replacement is a real stickler for details.”

      “Shit, really? He a hard ass?” Chris asked, instantly looking worried.

      Chris was the sensitive type. He couldn’t help but worry and overthink unless you distracted him. I waved his concern away, stopping the turn in the conversation.

      “He’ll be fine,” I insisted with a cheeky smile. “Who could resist being friends with us?”

      Chris sighed, but Dan laughed along.

      “True. You’re all irresistible. I’m going to miss you three.”

      Dan was more than a work colleague. After more than two years with Smithson Construction, our little team had become close friends. I didn’t know many other people in Gaynor Beach. I didn’t need to. On weekdays we worked together; on weekends, we often met up socially. Mike was a fishing aficionado, and I went out with him on his boat more weekends than not. Other times, Chris and I went rock climbing, or Dan invited us all out to his place for barbeques with his family. Those were my favorite days, when the hours stretched on, the sun shone down on us, the air smelled like smoked sausages, and the kids climbed all over me until I threw them into the pool and jumped in after them.

      It really wouldn’t be the same without Dan around.

      But with two kids, another on the way, and no relatives in town, Dan and his wife had decided to move closer to their families in San Jose.

      That meant one of my closest friends would be hours away and we would be getting a new project manager starting tomorrow.

      But right now, Dan was still here.

      “Enough of all this crying,” I said, hooking an arm around his shoulders and steering him away from Chris, who seemed to be on a downward spiral.

      “What are we doing now?” I asked.

      Dan looked at me, an amused smile tilting his lips as if he knew what was coming.

      “Now?” he demanded. “I promised Lea I’d be home to help with the packing.”

      “She won’t mind,” I insisted.

      “What’s Miguel trying to convince you to do now?” Chris asked, following after us.

      I grinned at him over my shoulder.

      “Just a couple beers at The Cantina.”

      Finally descending the scaffold, Mike fist-pumped the air.

      “Yes! It’s a beautiful day. I could use a beer.”

      I looked at Chris, who sighed and nodded.

      “It would be nice to down a couple before you’re off.”

      Dan groaned, even though I knew he was always up for hanging out with his friends.

      “Okay, okay, just let me call Lea.”

      Lea, as always, let Dan get away with it. According to him, she “knew what we were like” which, I assumed, was not meant in an insulting way since she always greeted us each with a big hug.

      Either way, we ended up in The Gaynor Cantina, still in our work clothes, coated in sawdust.

      The moment we walked in, Evan, the slim blond who was the head bartender, grinned and waved.

      He was helping someone else, so we settled on the barstools by the open front wall.

      “His name’s Demetrius,” Dan was saying to Chris. “I spoke to him on the phone, walked him through some of the issues we were having, like the buckled wall.”

      I thought I could guess who they were talking about.

      “Your replacement?” I asked, to be sure.

      Dan nodded.

      “He should be all up to speed for tomorrow. He was sent the updated plans. You might have to help him out a bit at first. It’s hard to switch PM halfway through a project.”

      I shrugged.

      “He’ll do fine. We’ll help him.”

      Suddenly, a large glass of my favorite lager slid in front of me.

      Evan caught my eye with his usual smirk, sliding the boys each their favorite drink.

      “Wow, we didn’t even have to order,” Dan said. “You’d think we’ve been here before.”

      “I must be psychic,” Evan agreed and crossed his arms, leaning against the bar. “What are you lads up to tonight?”

      “I’m moving,” Dan said. “Today was my last day at work with these guys.”

      “Oh shit.”

      Immediately, Evan pulled out shot glasses.

      “How many?” he wondered. “Ten? Will ten do?”

      I laughed while Dan and Chris groaned.

      “Not tequila, at least,” Dan begged as the tequila was poured.

      Mike was howling with laughter.

      “Oh buddy,” he said to Evan. “Big mistake. You do not want to see that guy on tequila.”

      He pointed at me and I grinned.

      Truthfully, the last time the tequila had been brought out, I couldn’t quite remember what I had been like, but it didn’t matter.

      The sun was shining, I was with my friends, and I had a drink in my hand. Life couldn’t get any better.

      Without hesitating, I threw back my shot, following with the lime and a wink.

      “As long as I’m home by six,” Dan said, tipping his shot into his mouth and promptly choking.

      Considering that later that night, at some godawful hour, I stumbled up the sidewalk towards my small, bright blue rental house in Oakdale, it was safe to say that none of us were home by six.

      At least Dan wouldn’t have to work in the morning.

      Groaning, I climbed up the front steps. My stomach started gurgling by the time I reached my door. The house was quaint, maybe even a little shabby, but it was right by the beach. The large houses on the other side took the view, but I was still by the fresh air and a short walk would take me to the ledges on the other side where I could take it all in. All I ever needed was that big sky and the ocean below it.

      Without turning on the lights, somehow, despite all laws of the universe, I made it into bed without puking and shut my eyes in the dark while the room swayed and spun around me.

      As a wild young thing, I had lamented growing older. I’d thought life would have to slow down and I didn’t want that. Yet here I was, turning forty soon and still partying when the opportunity arose.

      Of course, my recovery was not what it used to be, and back then, I’d always had someone by my side to hold my hair back so to speak. Maria first, then Rodrigo for what I had thought would be forever.

      My two big relationships had each held their own problems. Maria, my first love, back home in Argentina, had been so driven that it was scary and oppressive. She wanted money and land, and I wanted to have fun and travel.

      The opportunity to come to America to live with a distant aunt had ended us but introduced me to Rodrigo a couple years later. We’d had so much in common that it was doomed to crash and burn from the start. When you had two people searching for adventure, they were bound to find it elsewhere. Rodrigo had, anyway, with some hot guy at the gym he frequented.

      That type of hurt was best avoided, I reminded myself and stretched out my arms, feeling the empty bed around me.

      At least now I had room and all the covers to myself.

      I laughed suddenly in the silence and then had to stop and breathe before my stomach upended itself.

      When the wave of nausea subsided, I glanced over at my digital clock and sighed. It was nearly three AM. Work started at seven-thirty. That gave me and the boys only four hours to sleep and sober up… and on the day our new project manager was starting.

      That poor bastard. Demetrius, was it? Hopefully, he showed up on his first day with coffees and a good sense of humor. We would all need it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          DEMETRIUS

        

      

    

    
      If it wasn’t one disaster, it was another waiting around the corner for me as of late. As much as I hated having a constant pity party in my head, life seemed to be a train wreck lately. Or a car wreck, to be more exact.

      “Stop right here. Yes, yes. Thank you,” I said, dragging my things out of my rideshare as we pulled up at 642 Winchelsea Road in the Willis Cove neighborhood.

      I arrived a few minutes late on my first day at work. Untypical for me, but what could I do? Between having to get Meechie up, ready, and fed solo for the first time in ten years, then having to wait on my ride to pick me up, it was a wonder I didn’t miss my first day altogether.

      On top of that, as we drove by what could only be described as a giant country club, my ride and I got stopped in front of this gated community. A fact that the owner of the property I’d be working on failed to mention. Or remember, seeing as he was heading into early retirement for a reason.

      A few desperate phone calls later, the gatekeeper finally let us in.

      “Thanks,” I called over my shoulder, leaving a tip on the app as my ride drove away.

      Taking in a deep breath, I glanced at the rows of trees decked out in autumn yellows and oranges. The streets were silent thanks to it being back-to-school week. Only a few people mingled around on porches, what I assumed was hired help doing landscaping.

      Quiet suburbia. Or, more accurately, quiet HOA-enforced luxury with a suburban veneer. One look at these million-dollar homes, and the pointed stares from some people walking by, told me all I needed to know about who lived in Willis Cove.

      It was vastly different from the area my son and I were staying in, as I got a mortgage on an older home until I could get back on my feet. Alimony wasn’t cheap, and until Denise was able to sell our old home, I didn’t want to get into anything too expensive alone.

      “Let’s do this.”

      The imposing Japanese-style house I walked up to stood out starkly from the hyper-modern buildings lining the rest of the road.

      Fumbling with my tie, and adjusting my glasses, I entered Smithson Construction’s work site with my back against the door. I tried to balance my briefcase in one hand with an arm full of schematic designs for this historical property in the other.

      Winchelsea House would be a challenge to repair between the maze of construction codes and the need for specific building materials in the middle of a supply chain nightmare. Historic homes always put up more than a few barriers in the best of conditions. But I was up to the challenge. I had to be.

      I was anal about work to begin with, but this gig was even more demanding. My former architectural design professor, Mr. Hiroshi Furukawa, was the only reason I was able to pick up and move cross country in the first place. He’d recommended me to Smithson Construction after the PM left, and there were fears the project would be put on hold. I had jumped at the chance. It paid well, well enough to leave Bethesda behind. And the business owners worked outside of the country, in Canada or something, so they were used to running the business through competent PMs.

      I needed a reason to leave, and Mr. Furukawa offered it in the form of a well-paying restoration of his family’s estate. Well, at first. Then it became a demanding remodel for him to move into with his very pregnant daughter, with issues like a buckled wall and a mountain of permits to get through. I had to check the brief again to be sure, but the former project manager, Dan, had given me the rundown of the ups and downs of this particular project.

      Which meant I needed my team to stay focused, get shit done, and preferably stay under budget.

      Failure was not an option.

      However, as I scaled the steps to the second floor, the bottom floor already in demolition, I didn’t see anyone that looked like they were the foreman to help me kickstart the process.

      “Hey, how are you? Are you new around here?” I stopped in my tracks as a smooth, accented voice greeted me.

      I craned my head to the side and found a man casually sipping on a thermos full of coffee, if the smell was any indication. He was tall, only an inch or two shorter than me, and I was six two.

      The stranger swooped his black hair back, dark stubble covering his angular chin. He had standard construction gear on: brown steel-toed boots, khaki-colored work pants that hung loosely around his legs with a plethora of pockets and built in kneepads, and a form-fitting white tank top covered in sawdust and some dirt.

      He looked like a laborer, lean with muscle. Rugged, even. His olive-brown skin and broad shoulders made him appear younger. But, on closer inspection, he was definitely older than me, with a casual air about him full of charm. Especially his eyes. It felt like he was piercing my soul, the vibrant green a little unnerving. Curiosity sparked in those depths, along with something I couldn’t quite place.

      I didn’t know how to address him. The more I stared at him, I couldn’t quite peg his age. Maybe late thirties or early forties, though he could pass for his late twenties.

      I forced a smile, finally settling on, “Hello. Yes, I am.”

      I wanted to keep things short. Not that I was trying to be an asshole, but I was already too overwhelmed as it stood. I just wanted to speak to the new foreman, get started on our plans, and then retreat into my soon-to-be studio to go over the architect’s designs.

      Manage the project and not get too caught up in the day-to-day. That was my ideal scenario going forward. Me and the crew could bond later.

      But this stranger wasn’t having it as he cozied up next to me. Too close, actually, forcing me to step away as he continued to sip on his coffee.

      “Name’s Miguel. It’s nice to meet you. We don’t get too many new guys around here. Don’t remember Dan saying anything about a new worker. Where are you from? I was born in Argentina, but when I got an opportunity to go to trade school up north, I took it. I moved here a few years ago. Never looked back. Hmm, what else? Oh! Yes, I’ve been working at Smithson as the head carpenter for about… five or six years. Give or take. Great crew, you’ll love them. This is my second time restoring a house out in Willis Cove. A lot of deep pockets out here…”

      Miguel didn’t give me time to get a word in as he started rambling on and on about this and that. Every so often, I tried to interject, but he just kept talking, and I didn’t have the energy to stop him.

      “What’s your name?” Finally, a question for me.

      “Demetrius. It’s nice to meet you.” I scanned the floor for more men, but it just seemed to be us. Which was odd.

      His eyes widened, like something clicked.

      “Ah, so it’s you. Demetrius. Hm… How old are you? Where are you from, again? You don’t sound like you’re from here. East coast, maybe?”

      Now I was getting annoyed. It wasn’t like I didn’t want to get to know the guys, but maybe later at night while watching a game. Not at 7:35 in the morning when I hadn’t had so much as a piece of toast.

      “I’m really sorry, ah⁠—”

      “Miguel,” he said, flashing rows of pearly white teeth, aside from what looked like a piece of lettuce stuck between his front teeth. “It’s nice to meet the new PM.”

      “Miguel,” I echoed with a genuine smile, trying to keep myself from laughing at him as I tapped my lips. But he didn’t seem to pick up on my silent cue.

      He cocked his head to the side, reminding me of a puppy, which was strange. He was a grown-ass man, but it was sort of… cute. In a disgusting way.

      “You have something in your teeth,” I murmured, looking away as he sucked them, trying to get the food bits out.

      “Thanks!”

      “No problem. I’d love to chat some more, but I need to meet with the foreman to finalize our plan of action. Maybe we can catch up—” Again, I was interrupted.

      He tapped his chest lightly, downing the rest of his coffee before saying, “That would be me. I’m the foreman.”

      Blinking rapidly, I knew my jaw would be on the damn floor if it wasn’t buried behind rolls of paper. I didn’t need to check my watch to know we had probably wasted ten minutes chatting about nonsense, wasting precious time we should have been working.

      “And you’re the new project manager. So I’m glad we could meet first thing.”

      It took everything in me not to roll my eyes at that.

      “Who else would I be? Aren’t you expecting me?”

      And didn’t he just say they don’t see too many new faces around here?

      “I thought you just wandered in here, one of those architectural interns or something Dan forgot to tell me about, you know? But then I remembered Dan said the new PM’s name was Demetrius, and it clicked.”

      “Do I look like an intern to you?”

      Who the hell expects strangers to walk onto a construction site unsupervised? In this community, of all places?

      I was beginning to suspect Miguel was a bit of an airhead.

      He looked me up and down. I shifted uncomfortably under his steady gaze.

      “I mean… you do look pretty young. Too young to be a project manager, at the very least.”

      This time I couldn’t suppress my shock, huffing. And I knew very well I was sneering too.

      “I assure you I have enough experience.”

      He went from an inconvenience to an annoyance quickly. And I wasn’t in the mood to deal with him.

      We had been in each other’s presence for less than an hour, and he was already questioning my ability to get the job done. Things weren’t getting off to a good start.

      He backtracked, shaking his hands in front of my face, “No! That’s not what I meant. I mean⁠—”

      “Forget it. I’m going to set up my office. We need to talk.”

      Holding my chin up just a bit, I started walking towards what I hoped was an empty room. I stopped by the door when I realized I didn’t have any way to get inside without dropping half of my shit on the ground.

      With a sigh, I spun around and marched back, nudging my head towards my door. “A little help would go a long way. My arms are pretty full.”

      He smirked. A shit-eating grin, really.

      “Of course.”

      I wondered vaguely if it was possible to beg my parents to stay with them a few more months, and walk back to Maryland on foot rather than spend another waking moment with this man. And we still had a few months ahead of us for this project.

      Fuck me.
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