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“This story is a rollercoaster of emotion and love so strong that it cannot be broken.”

– Anon, Kobo 

“All the familiar corners of Fell’s Point and Harborplace are the settings for this intricate tale. The Russian mob and a lascivious billionaire get between them. Which way do they go? What inflicts the greatest pain? I was swept away within their drama. A love story for the city.” 

– LR, Kobo

“The romantic buildup between Grace and Gabrielle was priceless. Multi-dimensional facets of the protagonists' personalities made the plot come alive for me...The book has an old-world charm.”

-AMD, Amazon

“Five stars, an intense story that captivates. Will these two ever catch a break and have a second chance for happiness?” 

– MJE, Amazon
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CHAPTER ONE
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Gabe Lee waited behind the heavily tinted glass of the physical rehab facility, avoiding Baltimore’s sweltering June humidity. He was finally going home after emergency surgery followed by six weeks of rehab. Yeah, he’d lost some weight, but ironically, that was beer and pizza bloat. Physical therapy cut him a new physique. He was buff, and the tattoo on his chest now rose and fell over a defined six-pack. His handsome face appeared leaner and sculpted enough to make an artist weep. Gabe’s expressive blue-green eyes shone clear and focused.

Traffic snarled when an SUV broke to make an illegal left turn and the truck behind it slammed into the back end. Chrome kissed metal violently, replicating the sound of gunfire. Gabe flinched and turned away. His mind propelled to lying in the emergency room, hearing the evening news’ reference, ‘a gunfight at Middle Branch Park’. 

The gravel pressed into his flesh until he felt only cool dampness. The bullet wound in his upper thigh was his focus. It was an anxious pain. My woman shot me. Yeah, she was aiming at the drug dealer, but she shot me. 

The second shot thundered louder and more ominously. Gabe heard Carla squeal. Lifting his face from the clammy gravel, he extended his hand toward her, and then the world went black. Gabe lacked the strength to even open his eyes, he was bleeding hard and fast. Carla’s moans silenced, and his world changed forever. 

During his recovery, Gabe had many discussions with the treatment team about destructive relationships and the undesirable events in his life. High school tedium introduced him to sex, beer, and pot. He wasn’t a delinquent, he was bored. Finally, the shooting with Carla showed him alcohol and drugs were going to kill him by inches. He hated that her death was the instrument that woke him. Growing up in Baltimore city may have dealt him a crappy hand, but he was only making it worse with a dead-end job, beer, and pot. He was never tempted to buy meth or heroin like Carla. Hell, all he wanted was honest work and a decent life. 

Gabe wasn’t absolutely sure how to make that happen in his present circumstances, but he was determined to find a way. He’d been clean for six weeks, without so much as a cigarette. Was it physical therapy? The decent food? The regular bedtime schedule? He wondered if he could stay clean? The last time he lost his sobriety it was out of boredom and frustration. If he worked as hard at staying clean, as he had entertaining a directionless woman, maybe he wouldn’t be looking at more bullet holes. I definitely need to meet a better class of people.

He ran a tense hand through his hair, shaking off the memories. The rehab doctor said the PTSD might stick with him a while, and that probably included loud noises that sounded like gunshots. He turned to his favorite nurse. Middle-aged and comfortable, he thought maybe she was what a mother should be like. “As good as you all were to me, you’ll understand if I don’t want to mess up like this again.”

The nurse grinned. “You’re only twenty-three, Gabe, that’s a great age to start fresh. You know you don’t have to white-knuckle it.” She handed him a couple of pamphlets for A.A. and N.A. “These folks can help you.”

“I know. Thanks.” He gave a shy glance from under his lashes. “Listen, if you or anybody here, ever have trouble with your cars, give me a call. No charge.”

A horn honked outside, and Gabe checked through the glass door. “Uh, looks like my cab is here. Thanks for everything.” He gave her a standard patient-hug and was out the door and back into the real world.

****
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“I ALWAYS THOUGHT THIS was your best side, just like your Momma.” Grace Margaret Lerner, eighteen years old, and a newly graduated prep-schooler shut her eyes in dismay. It was her step-father, Arthur Darby’s despised voice. He caught her bent over, removing clothes from the dryer. She felt an adrenaline surge as she processed this new reality. Arthur returned home earlier than expected from a ‘second honeymoon’ with her mother. Just two more days and she would have been out of his reach forever.

She gauged his stance in the doorway with her peripheral vision. Stay down until he moves closer. Grace’s hopes to evade him evaporated when Arthur lunged, throwing two strong arms around her waist. 

“Where’s Mother?” She demanded, shock momentarily freezing her movement.

Her stepfather yanked her to a standing position, his hot whiskey breath peppering her neck. His hips thrust into her backside. “Turns out, I detest Bali. I told your mom to stay and enjoy.” He nuzzled behind her ear. “I need some playtime at home.” 

Her attacker was a muscular, fit, forty-year-old man, but he was still shorter by a few inches. She had the advantage of surprise and height. “Get off me, Arthur.” Maybe the months of planning to escape empowered her to fight him in the daylight. “You touch me again, and I will kill you!”

“Oh, Cici, I love a hell-cat. Your mother used to be a hell-cat.”

Bile rose in her throat. He insinuated his knee between hers and momentarily loosened his arms around her waist to paw her breasts. Grace’s arms sprang up to dislodge his grasp. With a fierce stomp, she pounded her sneakered heel on his instep. He howled at her assault on his sandaled foot and teetered, unbalanced. Grace grasped the handle of a gallon bottle of fabric softener and swung. She caught his jaw with a hard-plastic punch. His shining blonde pompadour shook free of its slick perfection. Great spurts of viscous, blue fluid doused his handsome face. Arthur’s furious wail intensified with Grace’s knee to his groin. His well-defined ass hit the slippery floor, and fabric softener rained down on him. 

Grace bolted down the long hallway and headed for her keys and purse in the mudroom, next to the garage. Her cell phone was in her back pocket. She prayed she could beat Arthur to the door. Punching the garage door opener, she flung herself into her car and keyed the ignition. 

Arthur’s furious threats trailed after her. “You really do want to die!”

Time stood still as the door lifted. His fist smacked the button to re-close it. She countered with her opener, and as the door rose above her trunk line, she gritted her teeth and floored the car in reverse. He kept smacking the wall control impotently. Yes, she ripped the bottom of the door in her escape, but wouldn’t it be a fine story for him to explain to the neighbors?

Grace’s mind whirled. Where could she find safety? I should ditch the car as soon as possible. He’ll have the police after me. Where can I be lost in plain sight? She sped directly toward the country club exit where she’d be lost in the crowd.

As she drove, Grace racked her brain for a plan. Her mother was always frustrated with the workings of her smartphone and continually asked Grace to get her into her realtor’s website. She knew all her mother’s log-in info. There had to be a vacant house somewhere in Baltimore that would offer temporary safety. As soon as she could stop, she’d log in. 

****

[image: ]


GABE LIMPED INTO HIS Fell’s Point garage apartment, throwing wide the door to let the diesel and oil fumes loose into the neighborhood. He shuffled through heaps of gamer magazines, a tangle of audio wires, CD cases, and fast food wrappers. His muddled senses were shocked into working when he went cold turkey in the hospital. Now, his sober body caught the olfactory assault of stale smoke and rotted food. It sickened him enough to grab three or four garbage bags and scourge through the apartment like Christ in the temple.

By nightfall, he didn’t recognize the place, the lemon pine cleaner almost transformed the studio. He threw his three ratty towels, two remaining pairs of blue jeans and three tee-shirts in a pile near the door to take to the laundromat. He saw how little he actually owned and wanted to toss it all in a pillowcase and hit the bricks. 

Why don’t I? Because I have $8.80 in my wallet, a pit-bull of a parole officer, and my only legal means of income is the garage on the other side of the wall.

****
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GRACE BIT HER LOWER lip as she drove, keeping a sharp eye on the rear-view mirror. Damn it! She’d had the car packed and ready to go. She was just doing a final load of wash before she took off. Damn it! Damn it! She pulled all the money out of her bank account and credit card yesterday, figuring she’d need cash to slip away without a trace. That cash now sat inside her bedside table where she’d put it for safe-keeping, and she had pathetically little in her wallet. 

In the middle of the afternoon, the best place to plot her next move was a nearby mall. How many blue Toyota Corollas like mine are there? Actually, the car next to an open parking space was similar. With a bit of prowling, she switched license plates and then drove the hell out of North Baltimore. 

In a fast food parking lot, she logged into the realtor’s listing service and found a vacant home in a city neighborhood where everything was within walking distance. There was ample on-street parking for blocks around. The car would hide in plain sight, without finding her. 

On her way to the empty house, she stopped for temporary spray-on brunette hair color. She entered the drugstore’s bathroom and cut her hair in a shoulder-length shag according to YouTube directions. She twisted her head side-to-side in the mirror. Not bad for my first try. 

The neighborhood was quiet as she strolled down the treed avenue, several blocks from where she’d parked her car. The chicken dinner she carried smelled good, even though it was fast food. Confidently, the brunette toted her backpack up the porch steps, and gaining entry, she was ‘safe.’ 

She plugged in her phone. Bingo! There’s power, but couldn’t they trace me? Grace turned off the phone. Night fell, and despite having power, Grace sat in the dark and ate her dinner. This place was a Band-Aid on a mortal wound. She needed a stable place to live and a job. Any woman who gives birth to a daughter and allows that daughter to be sexually abused loses the right to be called ‘Mom’. It was a wound Grace could never forgive but losing her adored father to suicide was an unforgettable trauma. She feared her mother would follow the same path if Grace made a rape accusation against Arthur. Leaving was a clean break. 

****
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IT WASN’T GABE’S HABIT to spend his last dime at a grocery store, yet it seemed like the thing that would keep him on the straight and narrow. He walked, fighting the desire to smoke a cigarette he didn’t have and returned with a bag of rice, a bag of beans and a near expired, reduced-price ham hock. While the ham hock simmered, he dug around in the cupboard to find teabags and some sugar. He over-brewed black tea and sugared it heavily. 

Day one of his public sobriety ended with Gabe standing alone in the shower stall, hot emotion flushing over him when he grabbed the peach shower gel Carla lifted from the dollar store. How screwed up would it be if he used the sweet, viscous liquid to beat off? If all the emotionally charged cleaning hadn’t worn him out, the blunt force trauma of a six-week-overdue orgasm drove him up the stairs to his sour bed.

The linens were pungent. The wrinkled sheets moved over him, crackling recollections of gymnastic sex. Gabe threw back the shroud of his dead relationship and grabbed his pillow. He headed back down the stairs, leaning heavily against the supporting wall, hiking up the blanket to avoid tripping. It would be just my luck to trip on the stairs on my first night home and break my other leg. 

He spied the white hospital bag he’d avoided on the coffee table. Carla’s stuff sent over by the Coroner’s Office. His relationship with Carla had been complicated. By the time of the shooting Gabe wasn’t exactly sure he even liked her, forget about love. But... He opened the coin pouch, and there on a gold chain was a blood-spattered profile the size of a quarter. His hand crushed around the gold charm. She was the mother of his unborn son, and this celebrated their decision to name him Gabriel Carlos when he arrived this summer. Dazed at the loss of his son, Gabe’s vision blurred with tears. He moved to the sink to clean off Carla’s blood. It dried into the engraving, and he used dish soap and his thumb to gently erase her from the charm. 

Back on the sofa, Gabe unhooked his own gold chain and threaded it through the bail. He stared at the gold trinket sparkling in his palm. “You never got a chance, son. I need you in Heaven to keep your eyes open for me. I need to live right so I can see you one day. Your life has always counted to me.” He fastened the clasp around his neck and raised the charm to his lips. “You’ll always be with me.” The weight of the simple charm danced over his heart, as he drew in several calming breaths. 

He threw the pillow against the armrest of the sofa, and flopped down, exhausted. The hollows of his brain reverberated with a horse race of anxieties. As Gabe fell into a troubled slumber, it was a win, place and show finish for sobriety, honesty and his son.

****
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GRACE SAT IN THE CORNER of the empty bedroom, the full moon casting a broad swath of cold light on the pages of her new journal. It was a left-over composition book she’d found in her backpack tonight. She’d heard a psychologist talking about nightmares on NPR the other night. He’d suggested journaling to stop them. The words flowed through the cheap Bic pen as if a phantom held her hand and formed the letters. When her eyes drooped, she placed the pen in the seam of the book and closed it. Would writing it down really make the dream stop?

****
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GABE STRUGGLED TOWARD reality. The alarm didn’t ring, it was the miserable radio from upstairs waking him, shocking him into the morning. Friggin’ six A.M., Monday. Yesterday, he’d come back to the apartment Wally rented him for one hundred dollars a week. He was Wally’s junk-yard dog.

This morning, he trudged up the stairs and smacked off the radio. Gabe dragged himself to the kitchen to brew a pot of coffee, black, strong coffee. He walked around naked in the damp-aired studio apartment. The light glared through the wire-reinforced glass while he dug out the Dickies coverall and slid it on commando. Maybe he could talk Wally out of a few bucks for a trip to the laundromat? Fishing around the back of the workbench doubling as a kitchen counter, he found a hard pack of gum, it was six weeks since his last cigarette. I can do this. He would chew brass tacks rather than smoke. If I could just munch on something... In the kitchen drawer, a lonely cellophane wrapped mint toothpick rolled into view. Perfect.

It was a hell of a Monday, a series of females whining about a noise in the front, a noise in the wheel... By 5:45 that night, Gabe was ready to call it a day. He won a ten spot playing cards at lunch with the cocky bastard from the towel service. Gabe was counting on a five-dollar foot long and some clean clothes. 

He picked up the pillowcase of dirty laundry and headed to the sub shop in the strip mall on Fleet Street. June nights in Fell’s Point sweltered. The brick row homes held humid heat like brick ovens. For every fashionably renovated address, there was a clean, but out of date series of Formstone rowhomes with window air conditioning units dripping excess moisture. Working class taverns stood catty-corner from trendy microbreweries. 

He favored the leg with the healing bullet wound and mourned the loss of his car. I loved that SS, it was cherry. The police towed it from where he haphazardly parked it the day of the shooting. He’d called the impound lot, to learn the Chevy SS was sold when no one claimed it in thirty days. 

Yeah, right, one of those sharp-eyed motorheads counted the minutes until they could take it home themselves. Talk about a steal! I am starting over, again.

Gabe watched the girl on the sandwich line load the foot-long with every free topping she could cram on the bread. Hungry and wanting a cigarette so damn bad, hell, he realized, he wanted a joint. He just wanted to wrap his lips around any burning tobacco stick... It was a few hundred feet to the laundromat, and it was ‘Smoke-Free’ so there was some sweet relief. 

I don’t have money for smokes, anyway. Good God, it’s all about the damn money. It’s all about what I don’t have. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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He put the rest of the cash into the change machine, and it chunked back quarters. All the way over, he thought about sorting the stuff into proper loads. Between the price and his cash on hand, he threw it all in one load. He needed that ninety-nine cents for a Slurpee on the walk home. He watched the grainy TV while he opened the foot long and picked at it. I need to make this last. 

Then, she started banging on a machine, wailing on it like it was attacking her. Watching her was better than Entertainment Tonight. She couldn’t be more than eighteen, in her Our Lady of the Mount sweatshirt. That’s a chi-chi girl’s school in North Baltimore. What’s she doing here? Her chocolate hair was wild and loose around an angelic face that quickly approached demonic. 

“Crap, crap, crap!” She smacked the machine with a wallop, and he realized no one else paid her any attention. He could see how lost and frustrated she was.

“Did it eat your money?” Gabe got up and moved toward her. Not like he could help her out with money... 

She looked at him, wide-eyed, caught and cornered. “Huh? Money... yeah, it won’t start. I’ve got the soap in there,” She pointed to the front load washer. “My money is in there,” She pointed up to the coin slot. “And, it’s not working! I am so damn mad!” Her voice could have been whiny, but it was creamy and sweet like a milkshake even when it advertised her pain. She glared at him like she glared at the washer. When she realized he meant to help her, she stepped back, fearful.

Was he too close? He stepped back, put a hand up to let her know he wasn’t after her. “I come here all the time, check this out.” Gabe reopened the washer door and looked at her before he stuck his hand into her clothes. He nodded, and she nodded, and his bare hands dug into her silky garments and shuffled the uneven load. He slammed the door and wiggled the lever. Gabe never knew a woman who owned clothes like this. Oh, the sensation of that silk and soft lace. Gabe’s face flushed in reaction to the fabric as he watched her from under his lashes. The water flowed, and he saved her day. She was folded-up like a lawn chair, arms crossed over her sweatshirt, head down, chewing on her thumbnail.

“Hey, it’s okay, now, it's running.” Even that didn’t get her attention. Gabe stood there a beat, deciding how to help, and then gave up. He turned to walk away from her when her hand flew up to reach for him. She stepped up to him, and he jumped at the unexpected touch. Sudden movement still spooked him. He flinched and tried not to show she scared the hell out of him.

“I’m sorry.” She apologized and sought peace on the other side of the room. 

Gabe went back to his sandwich, open on the wax paper wrapper. He felt her invasive scrutiny. She didn’t have anything – it was all in the washer, and he knew it. Gabe held up his hand and caught her attention, drawing her from a blank stare. He waved and pointed to the sandwich. “Hungry?” He offered half of what he had and wished he’d bought the chips and the soda, too. She looked around the room like he was talking to someone else. She nodded and rose warily to drag a chair close to him.

“What’s on it?” She asked, not reaching for it yet. This princess can’t be that hungry if she’s worried about what’s on it.

He pushed the sub halfway between them. “Cold cuts, with everything, I mean everything.” Gabe laughed softly as she picked the short end, and he was glad. He just realized the extent of his hunger. Neither spoke. He chewed every bite, thirty or forty times. Gabe wanted to know he was eating something with his bare hands after all those soft meals on a tray. She lifted the bread and began to squeamishly pick off peppers, onions, and tomatoes, wiping her fingers on the wax wrapper.

“You’re not going to eat that?” He pointed a long finger. She shook her head while she took her first bite. She wolfed it down while he gratefully shoved the extras back between his bread. She was done with her half before he’d half-eaten his. He watched her swish her tongue around her teeth like she wanted to brush them. This Princess is out of her comfort zone. He let her watch him eat, well, she watched him.

“My name’s Gabe. I’ve never seen you around here, did’ja just move?” She took his napkin, so he wiped his mouth on the back of his wrist. Her eyes widened, and he realized even his ‘barely there’ mother would have agreed with her.

Her body language closed again as she scoped out the room and then answered. “I’m Grace. Yeah, I’m kinda new. I just moved down here.”

Grace. Princess Grace. He nodded at her, his mouth still full of the last bite of sandwich. He saw her perfectly straight, brilliantly white teeth. The kind of teeth you see on T.V. She rested her hands on the table, and he caught this year on her distinctive girl’s school class ring. She’s just graduated, makes sense, she looks like a college freshman. He saw a lot of the school’s alumni, they brought their Benzs and Jags into Wally’s shop. Their thirty-something, pinched expressions screamed long hours and big paychecks. Their cars were professionally detailed by Juan, the Honduran and the insides never needed real cleaning, no Cheerios, and no spilled baby bottles. 

This girl was light years away from her neighborhood. “Have you moved down here for college?” Hell, he didn’t know what to talk about. Her attention was on the street. Is somebody after her? Everyone else walked out for a smoke and hell, he didn’t have any, so he waited, wishing he was blessed with the gift of small talk.

A beat too late, she shook her head. “I’m taking a semester off.”

Ah, that gap year stuff I’ve heard about. He wanted to press for more, but she took so long to answer, he thought she was avoiding conversation. It was clear she had no intention of getting chatty. Their washers stopped, and he shook out the load before he stuffed it into the dryer. He watched her count her change. Clearly, she didn’t have enough to run a dryer. “You wanna share a dryer?” You would think I asked her to blow me right here in the doorway... Is she going to cry? 

She pulled herself together and nodded. He shoved the rolling basket over to her with his foot, and she shook out her damp clothes preparing to throw them in with his linens and jeans. She rolled the basket back, and he stepped out of her way while she filled the dryer. He knew her all of fifty-five minutes, and he’d shared half his food and money. What the hell is she doing here? What the hell am I doing with her?

****
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THEY SAT ACROSS FROM each other while their laundry danced in the heat. He wished he’d charged his phone, they could have played a game to break up the dryer’s drone. Gabe couldn’t think of a thing to talk about, and the T.V. didn’t cooperate. 

I can deal with a pain in my ass if she doesn’t shoot me and leave me for dead. I can deal with a drunk if they sleep most of the time like my Mom. Evidently, I can’t deal with a silent debutante.

He was intrigued by Grace’s vulnerability. She stuck out in this laundromat like stained glass in a beer bar’s window. She was all softness and freckles, pale skin with hazel eyes. He tried to see through those eyes, into her heart. Each time he searched, she ducked away like he was a thief. When she tucked her head, it reminded him he’d been a thief, and she wasn’t giving up the keys to her kingdom because he shared a sandwich and a dryer. Was she as stuck up as the garage clients?

He thought about the women in his life, none of them was anything like Grace. She might have been from Baltimore, where neighborhoods changed from one street to the next, but she wasn’t from his working-class neighborhood. 

Carla once lived around the corner in Perkins Homes, the squatty public housing building with her broken family. He hadn’t gone there except to pick her up. Her old man, Carlos, hadn’t given him the time of day. Gabe thought he might have stuck a buck into Gina’s thong before she was Carla’s stepmom, which was kind of freaky.

Grace made his gut churn. She was way out of his league, but she was on his turf. She needed someone who could keep her three feet from the Fells Point bogeymen. Being a reformed bogeyman, myself, makes me the right guy for the job. I did say I wanted to meet a better class of people.

He stalked through the minefield in his head, wondering what would spark a conversation and was saved by the bell. The dryer dinged, and she jerked at the sound of it. He remembered the same reaction from guys behind bars, guys who were buggered and beat and slept with one eye open. 

She joined him, pulling the dry laundry into the basket. He smiled at the warm sheets and towels. He’d finally get to be in his place with clean stuff. He made a point of not looking at her underwear, two, maybe three designer sets of bras and panties, but he remembered their silkiness. She nervously scooped them into her backpack, and then neatly folded the two pair of jeans and a couple of blouses, sliding them into place with a bit more care. Once he stuffed his things into the pillowcase, he checked the room for his detergent and grabbed his stuff to go. He was headed for the door when he realized her backpack looked cumbersome. “Need help to your car?” He figured the white Prius with the college sticker was hers. 

Grace froze, “I walked, that’s okay.”

He was glad he hadn’t picked it up without asking, there was an odd look on her face. “Can I walk you home?” He tilted his head toward the door.

“May I walk you home?” She corrected, and then covered her lips with her hand as if flies left her mouth. 

Why is she asking me if she can walk me home? Before he gave it much thought, she stepped toward him. “I have a horrible habit of correcting grammar. My Mother always did it, and I hate it, but now I do it.” She shook her head and lowered it in dismay. “Please forgive me, I’m so sorry I did that.” 

Her shoulders fell until he responded with a, “No sweat.” Yeah, she’s correcting my grammar, and I’m too thick to know it! Damn, I feel stupid. I don’t even know what I don’t know.

“Thank you, Gabe, you’ve done enough, I don’t have any cash to pay you for the sandwich or the laundry. May I take your number? I can call you when I cash my check.” She crossed the threshold and walked away, pointedly.

And that, ladies and gentlemen, is what it means to be blown off. That’s a half a sandwich I’ll never see again.

“It’s not safe for a girl to walk alone after dark.” He called after her, but she turned, continuing to walk backward, that hand up again. 

“I’ll be okay.” She turned and took off like a scalded dog. He let her run, even though he knew she was heading away from the downtown condos to an old neighborhood with narrow streets and harsh realities. In this area, a wrong turn could take you from a working-class district to a no-man’s land of boarded up rowhomes. He hung back and watched her bob and weave down the broken sidewalk. She jerked into a side street, and he headed for the convenience store on the corner.
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CHAPTER THREE
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“Angel! My man! You back on the street? I got ya Natty Boh in the twenty-ounce cans—ice cold.” Lamar beamed at him, his café au lait skin sported a saddle of dark brown freckles that danced when he smiled. 

Gabe held up his hand and wandered to the Slurpee machine for a frozen root beer, and then wandered back to catch up with Lamar. “You have to save the Natty Boh for those college kids. I’m six weeks sober.”

Lamar raised his paw-like hand. “High five, sir. You givin’ up beer too?”

Gabe nodded. “Got to, anything starts me up.”

Lamar hunkered over the counter and whispered. “Did you really shoot Carla?”

Gabe shelled out the coins for the Slurpee and leaned toward Lamar. “What’s the word out there?” He nodded toward the street.

Lamar took the coins and stepped back from the counter. “They out there sayin’ she shook a gun at you... and you popped her.” The wiry man crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back. “Of course, I don’t listen to that talk. I know you wouldn’t shoot your woman.”

“A drug dealer shot my woman.”

“No shit?”

****
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GRACE TURNED UP SOUTH Washington Street, to check on her car and it was a good thing she did. There were two black and whites, red lights flashing to warn away the traffic and they were all over the Toyota. Well, dammit, there goes my T.V., laptop and most of my clothes. She swallowed her fear and fought pure panic when she saw the cops starting to question pedestrians, she’d better get out of there. She strained to stroll casually back the way she’d come, but the more she thought about her current situation, the longer and faster her strides became. I can’t go back to the rowhouse, too risky; I have no transportation, but practically nothing to carry. The second house on the MLS is around the corner. I’ve got think. I’ve got to make better decisions. By the time her mind settled on a plan, she was trotting.

****
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“...WORKING AT WALLY’S... trying to get my life back...” 

Gabe was halfway through his drink when Lamar pointed. “Go ahead, get yourself a refill. You deserve it.”

He walked toward the dispenser when he saw a blur he could have sworn was Grace, run past the store window. He sat the forgotten drink on the counter and raised a hand in farewell to Lamar. “Gotta go.” He saw her turn into an alley. Three of the Point Boys were right behind her, stalking their prey. Gabe’s leg burned like hell, but he jogged as best he could to catch up to the boys. She was deep into the alley now, and Gabe wanted to stop this thing while the gang was still on the corner. 

He called out; hoping his recent street cred over the shooting would keep them from a fight. “Pauly! Aren't you late for dinner?” The three miscreants eyed Gabe warily and stood down, with a minimum of posturing.

“Hey! G! Hey, hey! I did not know the lady is yours!” Pauly and Gabe began their handshake ritual.

Gabe put a friendly hand on the ginger-headed man’s shoulder. “Your Momma know you chase preppies on the street?” Gabe kept one eye on Grace as he watched the gang retreat. “Let Joe know I'm home now, okay?” Gabe leaned hard on his good leg as he watched Grace from a decent distance. Why isn’t she going to the front door? He wondered. She put her weight into jerking the lockbox on the garage. The evening’s inky darkness dropped as he slipped down the dark alley. Gabe heard rattling and cuss words, and then he saw her lean back to put her shoulder into the door, several times, progressively harder with each lunge. 

Was her cry from frustration? Pain? He watched her slide down into the long shadows, her back to him, bent over the backpack she clutched, whimpering. She beat a fist against her thigh. “No, no, no! This can't happen! No!” 

Gabe’s heart broke. Did Grace snap her key in the lock? Hell, I know how to get into a building... He wasn’t used to the hot knot tied in his chest. Was this what the rehab shrink called empathy? Curiosity? I can’t remember the last time a woman’s tears affected me. The women he knew never cried. Crouched in the sharp cone of the door light, she drew into herself until she looked like an empty heap of clothes. 

She shrieked at his approaching shoes defiantly, without looking up. Does she even know who she’s talking to? Of course, not. “What do you want? I don’t have any money. You can rape me, but you don’t scare me!”

He walked out of the dark, into her space, got closer and crouched next to her. “Grace, it’s Gabe. What’s wrong, do you need help getting into your place?” He waited for her to look up. She was shaking, and he wanted to reach out and hold this aching beauty. “Did you snap the key in the lock?”

“No.” Her defiant tone faded. “I said I was okay, Gabe, I don’t want to bother you.” She bawled, breaking out in fat tears, communicating more than words. Gabe could still smell the fabric softener radiating out of her backpack, and the whole mixture of tears and powdery flowers just about broke him.

Grace sniffed, obviously trying mightily to turn off her torrent, which slowed but wouldn’t stop. “You've done too much already. I’m not your problem.”

Sitting down next to her, he leaned against the wall but kept his trap shut. He wasn’t going to screw up this part. They sat in silence while the city’s din played with their senses. After a few moments of police sirens, he chided. “So, this crying in the alley is working for you?”

She stifled a laugh and hiccupped a sob. “I lost the place where I was living.”

“What? Show me where they are. I’ll make ‘em let you in.”

Grace ignored Gabe’s offer and folded in on herself, again. Did I cross a line? She doesn’t want my help. An ambulance’s shriek faded as it drove north, and Gabe grew exasperated by her obstinate silence. He leaned forward to get up, and she caught the back of his calf. It was a jolt like a baseball bat at the back of his knees. He stayed down, pivoted to her and barked. “What? What do you want from me, Grace?” There was an ugly nickname for girls from her Hunt Valley neighborhood. It rhymed with Hunt and began with ‘c’, was she one of those Hunt Valley Princesses?

She clutched her backpack and stared at him, frozen in fear. Grace wasn’t the princess he thought she was, or, if she was, she’d fallen far from her kingdom. “I was hiding over on South Anne. The police found my car on Bank, most of my stuff was in the trunk. I don’t dare go back to where I was hiding. It’s an empty house for sale, but they’d almost certainly find me...”

“What do they want you for?” 

“I’m not sure.” She hiccupped, wiping tears on her sleeve, trying to quiet herself. “Could be anything from assault to grand theft auto.” She tilted her head back toward the building and sat with the vacant stare of the shell-shocked. 

Gabe held new street-cred respect for her and more than a little curiosity. He knew there was a hell of a story here. Am I ready to do this? He leaned over her and asked gently, “Do you trust me?”

“Why?” Her voice was sullen. 

“I have a place, not too far, you can take the bed upstairs, and I’ll sleep downstairs.”

“I can take the sofa...”

Closer to the door... Gabe felt Grace’s cautious gaze. 

“No.” Her hands flew up to wipe her face. “I can’t take your bed, really.”

“Honestly, you'll be safe upstairs. You’ll thank me later the sofa isn’t great.”

“Oh...” She rose to walk beside him, giving the old concrete building a final look before they plodded through the alley to the sidewalk. They were preoccupied with their own thoughts during the walk, and Gabe’s mind raced. He was glad the garage was situated in a better area than her last hideout. God knew what she was thinking. She must be genuinely desperate to trust a guy she met at the laundromat. 

Gabe unlocked the door and pushed it open for her to enter first. He expected a groan. Even with the cleaning job, the place was rough. Grace stood inside the door, scanning the two-story room while he studied her. Girls didn’t usually venture into the apartment. It was attached to Wally’s Garage and was never improved from the raw, concrete walls. The second floor was half of the room, an elevated deck built to hold the box spring and double mattress. Clothes hung on a pipe suspended from the wall. Functionally basic, not lady-approved.

He pulled out the clean towels and put them on the shelf over the toilet. Grace stood still, watching him move around the room. The ‘kitchen’ was along the back wall, and the bathroom was old and small. It was worse than old and small; it smelled like motor oil and diesel fuel. It was amazing no one suffocated there. Along the length of the kitchen, he poked around for snacks, he was still hungry. He found microwave popcorn and the last four tea bags from Asian takeout.

“Could you eat some popcorn or maybe a cup of tea?” He offered, as she circled the room, still clutching the backpack, eyes wide, reading the story of his life in the room’s contents. Her eyebrows rose, and she nodded.

“Do you ever put parmesan cheese on it?” Unshouldering the backpack and sliding out of her sweatshirt, she voiced her preference with smiling eyes.

“On the popcorn, right?” He checked her sense of humor. Could they find a middle ground? Would she feel welcome, could he make her laugh?

“Yeah. We put garlic powder on it too.” She followed him to the microwave and watched him unwrap the cellophane. He dug into the drawer, remembering the pizza guy left packets of cheese two months ago, and they rested in the junk drawer. There was one packet of honey from a take-out chicken meal, and he set it aside for her tea.

“Honey?” He held up the packet, and her eyes widened at the endearment. Seeing the packet, she smirked. Her eyes were clear, her nose was dry. He grabbed two mugs the muffler supply salesman left and ran water into them. She stepped up to him and out came that hand of hers...

“May I make the tea?” She proposed. Gabe nodded, and she eyed the containers on the shelf of the kitchen.

“Do you have a pot or a teakettle to boil water?” He thought for a minute and pulled out the three-quart saucepan from under the counter. She wiped it out under the stream of water and then filled half the pan and set it on the gas burner. Do we need that much water to make two mugs of tea? She rinsed out the mugs and opened the teabags. Each step was measured and precise.

Gabe shook the popcorn and found the takeout baskets, splitting the bag between them. He sprinkled the cheese over the steaming snack and dug for any other spices while they waited for the water to boil.

He was mesmerized by her process. As the water rolled steam, Grace took the potholder and poured hot water into the cups, swished the mugs and then poured off the boiling water to heat the cups. She poured that water out and poured fresh, still boiling water over the tea bags. 

“Now, we let it steep!” Her comment was like a magician’s announcement to wait for the surprise. I’m confused, all this time I’ve been doing it wrong.

When the tea was ready, they sat on opposite ends of the sofa with the baseball game low in the background. “This is way better than when I stick the bag in the cup, pour water and nuke the whole shootin’ match.” It was his awkward way of saying she did a great job. “I like the popcorn, too.” The cheese stuck to the butter coating, and he decided he’d never eat bare popcorn again. 

Their conversation was sparse. There were strained smiles and silent nods between bites and sips of tea. Gabe worked out the kinks in his long-forgotten manners, carrying her empties to the sink, offering her another tea bag; all the while she shook her head and raised that cautioning hand. 

“Do you want to get a shower? There’s a lock on the door. I won’t bother you.” Grace’s body language was on guard, he figured the last thing she wanted was a guy pawing her. She nodded but didn’t move toward the bathroom

“I can boil my toothbrush if you want. I have some clean tee-shirts if you’d rather sleep in a tee-shirt.” 

She rose, her gaze sweeping the room and then she walked toward him, unmistakably close. She raised her hand to his forearm, and her fingers glanced his skin for a split second. 

“Thank you.” She exhaled. “Thank you, Gabe.” She walked into the bathroom; he heard the lock click and the water start. 

He was stunned by her thanks. He fought to understand why a girl of substance and apparent wealth would squat in a rowhouse. What would it take to understand her? He wanted to arouse her smile and look into her hazel eyes, straight into her heart. When she smiled at him, he felt human again.

While she showered, he moved upstairs and made the bed. After it aired out and was covered in clean sheets, it wasn’t the hell-hole he remembered. He looked around his place and felt pretty good. 

Hearing the shower turn off, he hurried down the stairs. Gabe was stunned by her appearance. Her brunette hair was unexpectedly strawberry blonde. Her jeans were skinny legged, the polo shirt, fitted. Her complexion blushed in the steam of the tiny bathroom, and she looked like a classy sketch dropped off a deluxe car calendar.

It was hovering around bedtime and as much as Gabe wanted to stay up to talk or watch baseball, tomorrow was an early day, and she looked exhausted. He gestured toward the loft. “Let me show you upstairs.”

She followed him but stayed across the room until he left for downstairs. When he heard her pull back the covers, he imagined her legs falling onto the bed with the sheets rustling over her. 

She’d left the bathroom cleaner than she found it. The damp towel held her scent, hanging over the shower door. In her short time in the room, she’d branded it. Gabe slid out of his clothes and prayed for enough hot water to wash him clean. He needed to overcome the lump in his heart. Standing where she’d stood only cultivated that lump. Leaning under the shower, he rinsed himself. The shower gel was hers now. When he touched it, it was as if he touched her. He felt she was still within arm’s reach, a prize he ached to caress and cherish.

Gabe knew he was coarse, where Grace was refined. He knew he was painfully ignorant, where she was educated and polished by wealth and travel. It haunted him. She must have been badly hurt to run the way she did. She talked about rape like it was inevitable. As if it wouldn’t hurt her. How can that be? Only a psychopath would rape a woman, and I am many things, but I am not a psychopath. Gabriel knew about his scars, what were her permanent scars?

The hot water staunched the aches he’d earned today at work. What a day it was! Grace’s face haunted him, and her smile lingered in his mind’s eye. This type of woman usually looked down her nose at him, but she was hard up and accepted his charity.

In his stage of sobriety, he was warned away from spending hours with her that way... If he could, he’d finagle hours alone, erasing the look on her face when she dared the character in those unknown shoes to commit rape. I want to hear my name whispered from her lips. His chest tight, his legs trembling, he parsed his breath, to recover some balance. He leaned against the walls and fantasized her hands covering him. Remembering the sensation of her fingers glancing his forearm, a fantasy wrapped them around his sex, the other hand cupping and gripping him. Ecstasy shocked him back to reality as his orgasm cocooned him. 

Why would God dangle this glittering jewel in front of me? He bargained with God. The place is shipshape, no liquor, no drugs. I’m clean and sober. Will You hear the prayers of a punk mechanic in a cramped shower of a garage apartment?

Gabe dried off, slipped on basketball shorts and grabbing the afghan, headed to the couch to get some sleep. In time, he woke, his sleep broken by the sounds of her thrashing. The old springs protested under her twisting, and in time Gabe heard her cry loud enough to draw him upstairs. After limping up the steps, he found her face buried in her pillow, tortured by a phantom. Sitting on the edge of the bed, he slid her close. Her eyes were shut tight, hiding from her demon. “Grace, you’re okay, you’re safe, it’s Gabe.” He repeated his quiet mantra, over and over, gently, as his auntie had when he was a child. She was soft and limp in his arms, a zephyr, a vision. Was she his dream? Only when he knew she was asleep again, did he pull back the sheet and lay her down, covering her gently. 

****
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GRACE WOKE SLOWLY IN the middle of the night. The digital clock beside her read 2:22 A.M. Tonight in a stranger’s sagging bed, I feel safer than I did in my designer bedroom. She swallowed and wished she had a little water, but she was unwilling to risk waking Gabe to get some.

The nightmare was a little too vivid, tonight. Grace had let down her guard. It must have been the shower and the safe bed. She hadn’t slept in a safe bed in two years. Tonight, the dream’s white caps were choppier than usual, and she was covered in dirty bay water. She was smaller than the rest of the people. The pain of Daddy’s loss was more devastating. 

Then, strong, gentle arms wrapped around her. Her heart raced, but it slowed as Gabe held her. Her mind cleared. The hands were rough but soothing. She smelled fresh soap, deodorant, and cinnamon toothpaste. Was it an angel whose arms cradled her, bringing her peace where there was none? 

****
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SHE DIDN’T AWAKE WITH a start the next morning; the clock radio next to the pillow woke her. Grace lifted her drowsy head and saw ‘6:00 A.M.’ Then, she realized she was in Gabe’s bed, and he must have this set for work. She reluctantly pulled out of bed and crept downstairs to wake him. 

She stared at his muscled, lean form on the black vinyl sofa. He might have the most handsome face she’d ever seen, perfect from every angle. Her heart caught in her throat as she stood behind him and read the ink on his body. There was an intricate sailor’s tattoo on the small of his back. The center image was a multicolored, upright anchor. Across the anchor, a net spanned from fluke to fluke, holding a delightfully, happy mermaid. Grace grinned, thinking, Well, of course, this mermaid is happy! Look where she’s sitting! The redheaded mermaid wore ornately inked purple seashells on her generous breasts. As she twisted in the net, she displayed myriad shades of blue and aqua in her tail. Grace wondered if it hurt to prick that much ink into the expanse of his slim hips. 

His legs, well defined and dusted with hair, stretched over the other half of the sofa, the afghan was on the floor. When she saw his calloused hands folded under his chin, she knew his were the soothing arms sustaining her through her nightmare. 

His wasn’t the hairless, smooth body of the prep school ex-sweetheart who ushered her into sex, smashing in a basement clubroom after her sixteenth birthday party. Nor, was it the fit mid-forties body, powered by steak dinners and Manhattans, who stole her innocence. This was a god, fallen from Mount Olympus, perhaps the god of Mechanics? What’s up with him?

Breathless and wide awake now, she circled the sofa to get eye level with him. He shifted to his back. In between syncopated heartbeats she saw his nostrils flare slightly as he breathed. His dark lashes lay on his cheeks, and they fluttered in his sleep. What is he dreaming about? That he’s nuts for taking me in? Would I feel more comfortable if he was... less good looking? Is he watching me, watch him? 

She flinched at the thought of being caught, wondering if he was about to open his eyes. Grace waited, admiring his form more closely while his relaxation gave way to a hard-on under the shiny basketball shorts. What runs through his head? His breathing never changed. 

His morning wood moved on its own. She was curious, drawn to watch, inexperienced in mornings with a real man. I’ll be mortified if he wakes up and sees me like this. Rising, she stepped back, hoping he’d roll back on his stomach, which he did after he lowered a hand and scratched. 

Grace worried all her ‘admiring’ inspection cost him precious minutes he needed to prepare for work. I don’t even know when he leaves. Her chest tightened, thinking about waking him. She took a deep breath and reached out to touch his bare shoulder. “Gabe? Your alarm went off. It’s six o’clock; do you need to get up for work?” His mesmerizing blue-green eyes blinked open, and he smiled at her. She melted. His gaze was crazy making. Was he crazy making?
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CHAPTER FOUR
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“Hey.” His voice was gravelly and sleep-woken. He gave her a crooked smile and then wiped at his eyes and sat up, both hands self-consciously covering his hard-on. 

She was glad she was concentrating on his eyes, mostly. “I can fix some breakfast.” It’s the least I can do.

“I need to get to the store. All I have is coffee, I think.” He rose, and within a few steps, he pushed open the cabinet doors. Grace saw biscuit mix, canned fruit, tuna and a jar of jelly.

“Any eggs?” 

He moved to the mid-century round-topped fridge. “Six eggs, at least six weeks old, beans and a ham hock in the lidded pot.” He nodded and handed the paper carton to her. Closing the door, he folded his arms over his chest, waiting.

Grace arched a brow. “Do you trust those eggs?”

“You look like somebody who can spot a bad egg. I’ll trust you. I haven’t heard of any young women moving in and poisoning their hosts.” He winked.

His brow crooked as he licked at his upper lip and tilted his head. Her stomach flipped and fluttered at his gestures, she had to turn around to concentrate on cooking. Where’s my radar?

“I’m going to get cleaned up for work.” He took the steps up to the loft, and she heard him dressing as she wrangled the cast iron frying pan and mixed up the biscuit mix. Plopping spoons of jelly over the top, she pushed it in the oven. She broke three eggs into a bowl, whipped them with a fork, carved some of the ham off the hock and saved it for the omelet. By the time she was brewing his coffee, Gabe was in the bathroom, shaving. 

****
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THIS IS TOO... WHAT is it? Unreal? His gut tightened, waiting for one of them to meltdown. What are the odds of two people meeting and in twenty-four hours amicably playing house? Not good. He wiped his face with a towel and ambled into the living room. “So, what’s on the menu, nothing crawled out from the cabinet, did it? I wasn’t actually sure what was in there. I’ve been gone a while.” 

“Coffee, an omelet and coffee cake.” She wiped her hands on the dishtowel tucked into her waistband. “My father and I used to cook breakfast on Sunday mornings while Mother caught her beauty sleep. It was good practice, I guess.”

“Sounds better than my usual," Gabe confessed with a chuckle.

She leveled him a suspicious look. "What's the usual?" 

He grimaced. "A wish sandwich.” 

****
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“LOOK,” GABE CONTINUED. “I work on the other side of the wall. Mornings, I open the shop at seven. Wally’s the owner, and he’s a curious guy. I don’t need him asking questions about you.” His voice began cheerful enough, and then Grace felt a knife plunge into her gut, sure he was going to give her the boot. Her hopes dropped a few floors. “I just got out of the hospital, it’s a long story, anyway, if you need me, go out that door,” Gabe pointed to his front door. “And walk around to the garage door, okay?” He poured coffee and held the carafe as if to offer her some. White-faced, she shook her head no, so he drank it black and between sips kept talking. “What’s on your to-do list?” His tongue darted over his lips catching the coffee that didn’t make it into his mouth. 
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