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      JAMESON

      The only thing that could make this moment any better would be having my dick sucked while I stand here in this beautiful building. Since that isn’t an option—at least, not without things getting really awkward with Grant watching—I’ll have to settle for having my ego stroked.

      Thankfully, this blond real estate agent showing us the space is a super fan. She hasn't stopped batting her long, fake eyelashes and practically offering herself up to me on a silver platter since the minute we met outside. She even brought the damn edition of Foodie Magazine with my picture on the cover for me to sign.

      Who the hell does that? A total psycho.

      People always say the crazy ones are the best in bed, though, in my experience, they’re far more trouble than they’re worth. So even though having her pretty red lips wrapped around my cock would be an enjoyable way to spend the day, there’s no way I’d touch her with a ten-foot pole.

      No matter how badly I might need a little stress relief right now.

      She beams at me and holds out her arms as she spins in her sky-high stilettos. “So, what do you think?”

      I don’t even need time to consider my response. I knew the second I walked in. “It's fucking perfect. I’ll take it.”

      “You'll take it?” Grant snorts and pushes off the wall by the door where he’s been scrolling through his phone and clicking away at it for the past few minutes. “You are not taking anything. In case you don’t remember, you don't have any goddamn money.”

      I toss him a dirty look. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Thanks for reminding me that I need you, asshole.”

      And I do have some money—though only because I was smart about my winnings from Prime Chef. It wasn’t much, but being willing to put up my own money convinced Grant to let me retain forty-nine percent of our venture to his fifty-one percent.

      He chuckles and shrugs, his perfectly tailored suit that likely costs twice what I made last month moving fluidly with him, undoubtedly made to custom fit his lean frame.

      Always so fucking arrogant.

      Though, I guess he has reason to be. He clawed his way up from the bottom on his own and is a force to be reckoned with. His name means something in New York. It’s why he’s the perfect partner, even though I would prefer to be doing this on my own.

      “But”—I tap my temple—“I seem to remember you telling me I could have the final decision on the location.”

      He sighs and rolls his eyes. “I did, Jamo, but this is only the second place we've looked at, and we have seven or eight other potential locations lined up to check out next week. Don't you want to see what the other options are before you make this decision?” He glances around and motions toward the street outside. “I mean, this place is kind of a shitty location. It's all residential. There isn’t very much foot traffic. It isn't exactly the best place to put the restaurant, is it?”

      Normally, I would agree that he has a point, but there are a few things he's not considering. The fact that there are no other restaurants around this area of Bushwick is a good thing. It means we’ll be at the top of the list of options. This is also an up-and-coming neighborhood. Lots of yuppies making their way over from Manhattan, which is exactly the type of clientele I'm looking for—people with loads of expendable income.

      This building is also perfect. The exposed brick, high-lofted ceilings with massive steel beams, the raw, scratched-up wood floors. I couldn't have designed it better myself, and it comes like this. It’s the kind of location restaurateurs kill for. We’re lucky to have seen it before someone else snatched it out from under us.

      I shake my head at him. “I don't need to look at anything else. This is the place. Trust me. It’s perfect.”

      It’s exactly what I’ve been busting my ass and working so hard for—some place that will be mine.

      Grant sighs and turns back to the real estate agent.

      Betsy? Barbara? Whatever…it doesn't matter.

      He scowls at her. “How much is this place going to set me back?”

      She plasters on that saccharin sweet smile. “It's listed at $875,000.”

      “Jesus Christ.” Grant whirls and looks around at the interior of the old warehouse. “For this piece of shit?”

      Her smile doesn't waiver. “This is an up-and-coming neighborhood, Mr. Mason. There's a lot of demand for real estate in this area, especially for commercial and business properties. I just sold a residential unit across the street the other day for almost $700,000 that would have sold for half that two years ago.”

      His jaw drops. “You’ve gotta be shitting me. Maybe this is where I should've been investing the last couple of years.”

      She laughs, a high, tinkling sound that’s almost as fake as that smile of hers. “That might've been wise, Mr. Mason. The building you share a wall with sold several months ago to a group of investors. I’m actually surprised they didn’t come back to scoop up this side, too.”

      Grant raises a dark eyebrow. “Any idea what they plan to do with it?”

      She shrugs. “Who the hell knows. None of my business.”

      He turns back to me, his eyes narrowing. “$875,000, Jameson. Just for the building. What's it going to cost me to put in a full kitchen?”

      I inwardly cringe at his question but try not to show my concern outwardly. He has no idea how expensive it is to put together a professional kitchen. The range alone will cost around twenty grand.

      When he agreed to back my restaurant venture, I told him it would not be cheap, but I held off on giving him specifics, mostly because I couldn't afford to have him back out. He's the only one I know who has this kind of money and the right amount of faith in me. For the amount of cash I could bring to the table compared to what will be needed to get us up and running and in the long-term, any other backer would have demanded far more than the fifty-one percent Grant took.

      It wasn’t a great business move, to be honest, and at times, I still wonder how I managed to convince him to take this gamble. But my whole life has felt like one giant risk—ignoring my natural ability, even as a child, in the “family business” and ultimately going to culinary school was viewed by some as a major mistake. And the other investors I approached saw me as way too big a risk to take on.

      Grant doesn’t see me that way, though. If I hadn’t met him at that event at the Met, and if he hadn't tasted my food there and loved it, we wouldn't even be here today. I'd still be stuck cooking in someone else's kitchen while they raked in all the dough and got all the publicity.

      After winning Prime Chef and getting the magazine cover, this is the time to strike while the iron is hot. We need to leverage my name and Grant’s connections while I’m still on the rise. Before I do something to fuck it all up.

      I clear my throat and try to sound casual when laying out the costs he’s going to be looking at when it comes to the kitchen. “You're probably looking at another two hundred grand, at least, to get all the new kitchen equipment and have it installed.”

      Whoever saw the potential in this place years ago left behind bits and pieces of low-end stuff I will never be able to use, but at least they did some of the major renovations needed to make this place a functioning restaurant. It will save us a lot of time and money.

      He shoves a hand back through his dark hair. “Jesus. Then, we have to add any remodeling and building-out.”

      I glance around and grin at him. “That's one of the reasons I like this place. We're not going to have to do a whole lot. Seal the floors. Erect a partition or two. Décor. The only major thing I wonder about would be any issues with the roof or any wood rot.”

      Betsy/Barbara steps up to us. “We had the place inspected. As far as we can tell, there isn't any major damage anywhere despite the building's age. And since someone already started building it out as a restaurant years ago before they abandoned the project, the kitchen is already laid out in the back, and some of the permits are already in place. It shouldn't be too much of a project.”

      Grant holds his hand over his mouth and brushes his thumb across his lips as he ponders the situation. “Which means we might be able to open sooner than anticipated?”

      Ding. Ding. Ding.

      It’s no surprise a suggestion we can make money faster would get him on board. The man is nothing if not predictable when it comes to cash.

      Opening a restaurant from the ground up can take a year, eighteen months sometimes, but with this location mostly built-out and permitted, and with Grant’s resources, we can fast-track things and hopefully cut it down to a few months.

      I wander over to him and elbow him in the side. “What do you think?”

      He drops his hand and scowls at me. “I think you're trying to bankrupt me.”

      I smirk and shake my head. “You have more money than God. This project isn’t going to bankrupt you. Nice try, though.”

      He frowns at me, and his phone rings. He pulls it from his pocket and glances at the screen. “I need to take this. If this is really the place you want, have the papers sent over to my office and I'll get everything taken care of.”

      Fuck yes.

      It's the first step of many to finally attain the dream I’ve had since I was five and helping Mom in the kitchen back home in Michigan. After all the hard days in culinary school and long nights working in sweltering restaurants under chefs who treated me like a fucking child, I'm going to have a restaurant. A place of my own.

      Jameson Fury—owner and executive chef.

      It has a nice ring to it.

      Grant disappears out the front door, and the blonde turns back to me.

      “So, do we have a deal?” That saccharine-sweet smile returns as Betsy/Barbara bats her lashes in a way that makes it look like she has some dust in her eye.

      Definitely going to pass, sweetheart.

      “We do. When can you get the paperwork together?”

      “I can have them over to Grant's office this afternoon.”

      “Perfect.”

      She places her hand on my forearm. “So, Mr. Fury, do you know what you're going to call the place?”

      I pull my arm away from her and survey the building that will become the home of my first solo venture—well, solo aside from the whole Grant owning fifty-one percent thing.

      A thousand different names have bounced around in my head since I first decided to take this step, but only one has stuck.

      “I'm going to call it FURY.”
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        * * *

      

      IZZY

      There isn’t any use fighting the tears like I’ve had to so many other times. It would be a failing battle. They trickle down my cheeks unrestrained, the salty taste hitting my lips—so familiar after so many wept over my lifetime. Over Mom. Over my situation. Over losing Grams…

      I brush them away as fast as possible, but it isn’t quick enough to keep Rochelle from seeing them and frowning with concern.

      Shit.

      Not only is this embarrassing, but I fucking hate that look from people. Pity. I’m so sick of people seeing me as weak and in need of constant help and support. Grams always knew how strong I am. She understood I would never give up, never stop pushing to ensure I got what I want.

      She always said she admired my drive, that it would do me well in life, especially when she was gone and I was on my own. I never believed that day would come, though. Despite witnessing death and knowing it was inevitable for everyone, Grams always seemed so invincible. So full of life and brightness. The kind of person who truly lives forever.

      I should have known better. Deep down, I did. Yet, her death still hit me harder than even Mom’s did.

      But I shouldn’t be crying right now.

      Not for her.

      This is a happy thing. A day I’ve always fantasized about the way most little girls do their wedding. While some imagined white puffy dresses and a man waiting for them at the altar, I was dreaming of gleaming stainless-steel appliances, the smiles of customers I’ve just served delicious food to, and my name listed as executive chef.

      And now, it’s all finally coming true, despite all the things standing in my way. Years of pain and struggle are finally paying off. But even with my heart full of hope for the future, it can’t mask the hole there left by the fact that Grams isn’t here to share this with me.

      She’ll never get to see what the money she left me is going to allow me to do with this space. She won’t see the name of the restaurant on a sign over the door. She won’t be here opening night to celebrate and enjoy the dishes inspired by her recipes. I won’t get to see her eyes light up or that wide smile she always wore when she tasted my cooking.

      Rochelle squeezes my arm. “You okay?”

      Get it together, Iz. You look like a blubbering idiot.

      I nod and swipe under my eyes again to remove the evidence of my meltdown. It’s a good thing I don’t really wear makeup, or I’d look like a drowned hooker right now. “I'm good.”

      She dangles a set of keys in front of me. “Here they are. This place is all yours. At least, for the next five years under the lease.”

      We share a laugh, and it helps loosen some of the tightness in my chest. Taking the keys from her and clutching them in my fist feels almost surreal. A dream I’ll wake up from and get snapped right back into my painful reality. Like this can’t really be happening—not to me.

      Things like this don’t happen for me. Nothing is ever easy. I’ve had to make things happen and fight tooth and nail against all the ways life and the world try to beat me down.

      And it’s only the beginning. It's going to take a lot of work to turn this place into what I’ve imagined in my head all these years, but I'm not afraid of hard work or a little adversity. Hell, I put myself through culinary school while working two jobs and taking care of Grams, despite everything else going on in my own life.

      If I can do that, I can do this.

      Rochelle pushes me forward. “Let's go in.”

      I step up to entrance to the old building, insert the key into the ancient lock, and twist. It clicks open, and I push the door in to what will hopefully become a beautiful restaurant in the not-too-distant future.

      My breath catches in my throat the same way it did the first time I stepped inside this place a week ago. “It's gorgeous.”

      The perfect rustic, industrial style I was looking for. With the right furniture and décor, this place will be quaint and homey—exactly how I want it to feel for any customer who steps through the door.

      Rochelle’s heels click across the hardwood floors as she makes her way to the center of the massive place. “You're very lucky to get a lease for this place. If you had waited a few more months, our prices probably would've doubled. The whole area is really starting to boom. You can’t even imagine what the owners paid for this space.”

      “Oh, I believe it.” I twirl around and take it all in like it’s the first time. “It's beautiful and a great location.”

      I’ve never wanted a restaurant in the hustle and bustle of Manhattan. That just isn’t me or my vision. I want somewhere locals can gather. A place the neighborhood can think of as their own. A welcoming hub.

      Rochelle raises a brow. “You have any ideas about interior yet?”

      I grin and walk over to the far side of the space where a basic kitchen is already set up with appliances that look almost as old as me. “I’ll keep the kitchen over here, obviously, since it’s already built out somewhat. I still can’t believe someone had a restaurant here at one time and abandoned it.”

      She nods her agreement as I walk the perimeter of the room. “That was well before my time, but I imagine this neighborhood twenty or thirty years ago was a lot different than it is today.”

      No doubt.

      While it saddens me to think someone tried and failed here, it also makes this start-up a little bit easier and faster. Time isn’t exactly on my side, and I want to get as much done as possible before anything gets in the way.

      Looking around, a vision takes shape, crystal clear in my head, almost like I’m viewing it on a movie screen in front of me. “I think I'm going to have about twenty-five tables. Varying sizes. I want to do some long community tables, some round tables so everyone engages in conversation with each other, and then some smaller, more intimate ones for couples.”

      Rochelle smiles, her dark pink lips curling up naturally. “Wow, you've really been thinking about this a lot.”

      I grin at her and clutch the keys tightly in my hand. “My entire life.”

      Literally.

      “I grew up in my grandmother's kitchen and always wanted to share her recipes and what she taught me with the world.” Emotion tightens my chest, and I rub at it absently. “When I graduated from culinary school, I thought it would take me decades to have the money to open my own place, but my grandmother's passing brought me an unexpected small inheritance.”

      Barely enough to afford a year’s worth of rent on this place and not nearly what I’ll need to open a restaurant. The small personal loan I managed to secure using Grams’ house as collateral is the only reason I’m holding these keys.

      Her death almost broke me emotionally, but it offered me an opportunity for something she always wanted for me. I just have to keep reminding myself of that as I go through the steps of getting this place ready.

      Rochelle's eyes soften, and she offers me a sympathetic look. “I'm so sorry about your grandmother.”

      I smile at her through the unshed tears blurring my vision. “It's okay. She was ninety-three years old. She lived a good, long life full of happiness and family and friends. It's all anyone can ask for.”

      “True.” She glances around the space. “Well, you know under the terms of the lease that you're permitted to make any changes you need to convert this to a functioning restaurant, but the owners don't want any work done on the exterior or any changes to the interior architectural elements.”

      “No worries. It's perfect. I'm not going to change anything that I don't have to.”

      “Excellent.” She claps her hands. “I'll leave you to it, then. I have another meeting downtown in an hour.”

      I glance at my watch. “An hour? Do you have enough time with traffic to get down there?”

      She chuckles and shakes her head. “Probably not, but they can wait.”

      Not exactly the attitude I would use for clients, but I guess when you work for such a wealthy investment firm that owns properties all over the city, you can kind of do what you want and treat people like they aren’t worth your time.

      It's the same thing they do at all the fancy restaurants. Those arrogant chefs who think their shit doesn't stink serve fancy food you can’t even recognize and use ingredients most people can’t even pronounce.

      Those places are stuffy and cold. My place will be different. I'll create a community here. Another home where I can make the people of the neighborhood my family and share all the love Grams bestowed on me through her food with them.

      Rochelle makes her way toward the door. “Have you figured out what you’re going to name it?”

      I shake my head. “Something will come to me eventually.”

      “I'm sure it will. Good luck.”

      “Thank you.”

      She ducks out the door, and I'm left standing alone…but I don't feel alone. Not when I’m finally here. I can almost feel Grandma’s presence with me, guiding me and helping me stay strong when I have no doubt this entire process is going to break me down mentally and physically.

      “Thank you so much for helping me get here, Grams.”

      Tears roll down my cheeks, and I reach up to brush them away. She wouldn't want me to cry for her. So, I won’t. I'll just create the best restaurant I can and totally kick ass in her name.

      And there’s one more thing I can do in her honor. Something I should have thought of a long time ago, long before she took her final breath in this world. Something that just feels right and makes my heart swell.

      Every day, I’ll stand outside on the cracked sidewalk and stare up at the name above the door and be reminded of why I’m here, of who brought me to this point and everything she sacrificed and taught me.

      I’m going to call it Grandma’s Kitchen.
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      IZZY

      What started out as a light drizzle has become a torrential rainstorm. Buckets of water fall from the sky, and my windshield wipers just can't keep up. Even at full speed, I can barely see out of the glass to the street directly in front of me.

      I might as well be driving under water, and the fog building around the edges of the windshield doesn’t help, either.

      Shit.

      Not exactly the best day to be meeting with the contractor about starting work on the restaurant.

      I hope he isn't delayed by this weather.

      People drive like idiots when it's like this, and it took me twice as long to get here as it should have this morning. It’s only amped up the tension in my shoulders at finally starting the dream I’ve had for so damn long. The slow progress would have been even more agonizing if I didn’t have Ashley with me today to keep me company and prevent me from getting road-ragey.

      But with her attention focused on her phone screen, she doesn’t seem to be interested in the distress the weather is causing me or my nerves about meeting with person who will be in charge of making my dream a reality.

      Two blocks from the building, I start scanning for parking spots. Technically, the road directly in front of the building is a loading zone, but Rochelle said I could park there during the construction to make it easier to get in and out and reserve the area for any unloading of supplies. Which is good because the streets around here are just as bad as everywhere else in greater New York, with so many cars parked on them that sometimes I can drive around for an hour, trying to find a spot.

      I approach the cross-street, checking both ways to see if anything is open near the corners. A big black SUV rolls through a stop sign to my right, turns in front of me, and flies down the street, spraying water off the tires back onto my car.

      “Shit!” I slam on my brakes, both to give myself a little distance from the monster vehicle and because the water completely blinds me momentarily.

      Ashley huffs, the abrupt stop finally dragging her from whatever has her face glued to her phone screen. “What a jerk!”

      “I know!” I glance her way, then refocus on the road. “The asshole could have waited at the stop sign for me to pass before they pulled out.”

      It seems it’s going to be one of those days.

      I can barely see the building through the driving rain, but at least it looks like I can pull right up front and avoid getting drenched to start my day. Nothing sucks worse than being wet and cold, and if I had to sit in soaked clothes all day, I would be fucking miserable.

      As soon as I flip on my blinker, the brake lights of the SUV driven by the douchebag in front of me flare, and it pulls into the spot directly in front of the building.

      My building.

      My fucking spot!

      “What the hell?”

      With a frustrated scream, I slam on my brakes next to the offending vehicle and roll down the passenger window.

      Rain pelts Ashley through the opening, and she cringes and shifts as close to me and away from it as she can. “Oh, my God! What are you doing? Close the damn window!”

      Not a fucking chance.

      The driver's door of the SUV opens, and a dark head of hair appears, followed by a far too handsome man who I might actually appreciate if I weren't so furious at him. He steps out into the rain, instantly soaked by the downpour.

      I lean over Ashley and glare at him. “What the hell are you doing parking in my spot?”

      He bends down and peers into my car. His dark eyebrows rise, and amber eyes shimmer back at me. Water soaks his black hair and trickles down his cheeks, only accentuating how perfect and angular they are.

      A smirk pulls at his picture-perfect lips. “Your spot? Nice try, sweetheart.”

      He winks at me, slams his door, and jogs around the side of the SUV and into the building I share a wall with.

      “Shit.”

      Is that jerk renting the place next door?

      Ashley’s jaw drops. “Oh, my God. Do you know who that is?”

      I shift back into my seat and hit the button to raise Ashley’s window so she doesn’t end up looking like a drowned rat. “No, what the hell does it matter who he is? The asshole just took my parking spot!”

      “That's Jameson Fury—”

      A car horn blaring behind me has me jerking my head to look in the rearview mirror at a vehicle waiting on the street, unable to get around me to pass with cars parked on both sides.

      “Shit.” I take my foot off the brake and make my way farther down the block, scanning for somewhere to park now that my space has been occupied by that prick.

      Ashley digs around the back of my car through all the junk and grabs something from the floorboard behind me. “You know who Jameson Fury is, right? Winner of Prime Chef on Webflix last year? Voted Hottest Chef in New York?”

      She waves something around, and I turn the corner and pull over illegally in front of a fire hydrant just to see what it is.

      Foodie Magazine.

      An issue I remember very well. The one with a shirtless, dark-haired, smoking-hot guy on a blue apron crossing his arms over his chest on the cover. The look he gives the camera is so dirty, it’s almost a promise he's going to tear off your panties and fuck you on the table he stands behind.

      A shiver rolls through me looking into those same eyes that locked with mine only a minute ago through the rain. “That was Jameson Fury back there?”

      She nods, and I glance up and down the street.

      No available spots.

      I could be parked and inside and working already if it weren’t for him. Now I’ll waste half my morning driving around and then get there soaked. “Well, I don’t care who the fuck he is. He’s a dick. We're going to be looking for a spot forever.”

      Ash’s lips twist. “I think you have a bigger problem than that…”

      “Oh, yeah, what's that?” I pull back out onto the street and continue scanning for a spot. “Because right now, this seems like a big problem when I’m supposed to be meeting with the contractor.”

      “Iz, he parked in front of your building and went into the door right next to yours. What do you think Jameson Fury, the hottest chef in New York, is doing there?”

      A heavy sense of dread wraps around my spine. “Oh, shit. You don't think he's opening a restaurant, do you?”

      I catch her shrug out of the corner of my eye as I turn down the next block.

      “I don't know, Iz, but it’s definitely a possibility.” She leans forward and points. “Look! There's a spot.”

      Thank God!

      But of course, it’s tiny, and I need to parallel park to get into it.

      Of fucking course.

      I throw on my blinker, pull past the spot, and throw my arm across the back of Ashley’s seat so I can turn and see what I’m doing. The move sends a tiny twinge through my side that I brush to the back of my mind so I can focus on the task at hand. Ashley knows better than to try to talk to me while I’m doing this. I’m a decent parallel parker—a skill I had to learn to master young growing up in Brooklyn—but this is a tight spot, and with my adrenaline running this high already, I don’t need any interruptions.

      After a minute of finagling, I finally put the car into park and drop my forehead against the steering wheel, giving myself a moment to process what she just said.

      “Great, so now we can get soaked running a block and a half back to the building where this douchebag might be opening a competing restaurant right next door?”

      Ashley squeezes my shoulder gently, and I force myself to drag up my head and look at her.

      She grins at me. “Look at the silver lining. He is the hottest chef in New York, and he's right next door. At least you’ll have something nice to look at every day.”

      Maybe that’s a bonus for her, but I’m not in any place in my life to enjoy gawking at a handsome man—even if he weren’t an asshole, which he clearly is. There are too many other things going on, things that need my attention constantly. Things that I can’t let get out of control.

      Any distractions are dangerous to my plans and goals.

      Ashley can come to ogle Jameson Fury. I have my priorities straight.
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        * * *

      

      JAMESON

      I almost feel bad for the blonde who wanted the parking spot. Almost. But I'm not about to give it up to walk a couple blocks in this rain—not when I got here first, fair and square. I'm already wet enough just from stopping to talk to her for a second.

      Nothing like wet clothes to make your day shit.

      Drops roll down my neck and back, and I run my hand through my hair to squeegee out some water. That only pushes it down my thoroughly soaked white T-shirt, making it even wetter—which I didn’t think was possible. It clings to my chest and abs like it's painted on me. Even my jeans are soaked just from getting out of the car and running in.

      This is going to be a long day if I'm cold and miserable, but I don’t have much choice. No time to run home and grab a change of clothes. If we have any chance of getting this place opened quickly, there isn’t any time to waste getting things rolling.

      I’ll just suffer today thanks to Miss Blondie.

      I glance around the building to take in all the work that needs to be done. Danny should be here any minute to start sketching out the final plans for my dream restaurant and take the measurements. His preliminary layout looked great, but we need to get all the specifics before ordering the equipment and furniture and really getting to down to business.

      With Grant’s money on the line, any delays aren’t just costing me; they’re costing him. Owing anyone anything rubs me the wrong way, but none of this would be possible at all without him. That means I’ll do whatever it takes to ensure Fury is a success as soon as possible.

      This place needs to be up and running in two months…three months…tops. Which means, the list of things to do is endless. I pull the folded sheet containing the checklist out of my pocket and try to peel the wet paper apart.

      The ink spreads out across the pages in blobs.

      Shit. At least it's still legible.

      
        
        Order sign for outside.

        Order kitchen appliances.

        Order tables, chairs, and other furniture.

        Order plates, glasses, other décor.

        Hire manager, waitstaff, kitchen staff.

        Have Danny schedule inspections.

      

      

      It goes on, and on, and on…

      But until Danny gets here, I can start on some calls and trying to make some headway on this shit.

      I wander over to the windowsill and lower myself down on it since it’s the only real place to sit right now to search for the number of the sign maker Grant recommended—somebody he used on another project—and hit send.

      “Hello, Waters and Sons Signs”—the woman’s perky tone this early in the morning when I’m sitting here cold and wet grates on my nerves—“how can I help you?”

      “Hi, yes, I need to order a sign for a restaurant.”

      “Oh, okay, do you have any idea what size and style?”

      I grin to myself, picturing it hung on the brick outside. It’s something I’ve been giving a lot of thought, but one vision has been clear in my head since the moment I first decided to go to culinary school. “Red neon with flames around it.”

      “Ooooh!” the woman practically coos. “That does sound fun. I can have somebody come out there tomorrow to figure out what type would work, take measurements, and figure out the placement. Just give me the address and your contact information.”

      I rattle off the address and my phone number and end the call.

      One thing to check off the list.

      My phone screen barely goes black before the door flies open. A very angry and wet blonde stands in the doorway, her hands fisted at her sides—the chick from the car, with her friend right behind her.

      What the hell?

      She storms in, green eyes blazing and dark T-shirt clinging to her body under the soaked jacket she wears open over it. Her nipples pebble through her bra, something I doubt she’s even noticed, given how all of her wrath seems to be directed straight at me.

      But even the twist of rage on her lips, the hint of mascara running under her eyes, and her hair plastered around her face can’t hide how beautiful she is.

      She points back toward the door. “I just had to walk two blocks in the pouring rain because of you.”

      I shove off the ledge and meet her halfway across the room, the squish of my wet shoes on the floor in my ears. “Sorry.” I shrug. “Not my problem, though.”

      The woman opens and closes her hands at her sides. “Didn't your mother teach you any manners?”

      I snort. “I don't think that includes having to give up a parking spot that I got to first in the middle of a rainstorm.”

      She scowls at me, her perfect pink-bow lips twisting up. The move makes her appear far younger than she probably actually is, and while it should be annoying or even make me angry, it’s almost comical to see such a cute woman so angry about something so asinine.

      Her eyes dart around the empty space. “What are you doing here, anyway?”

      I smirk and cross my arms over my chest. “How is that any of your business?”

      She glances back at her friend, who waves her hand, urging the blonde to continue. “Because I'm leasing the space next door.”

      Well, hell…

      That does make me feel slightly bad about taking the parking spot, but I'm not going to let her know that. This woman is hot as hell when she's pissed off. Changing that would be a real shame.

      I raise an eyebrow at her. “And who might you be?”

      She glowers at me, looking determined not to give me any information, but her friend steps forward and pushes her way up between us.

      The friend flashes me a smile. “Her name is Isabella Baldwin, and she's opening her first restaurant next door.”

      “Oh, hell.” I sigh and rub at my jaw. “You’re fucking kidding me.”

      The friend shakes her head and opens something rolled in her hand. A magazine…my cover. “And I know who you are…Jameson Fury. Which is why we want to know what you're doing here.”

      Isabella narrows her eyes at me. “I sure as hell hope you're not opening a restaurant here.”

      Things just got a whole fuck of a lot more complicated for my business plan.

      One reason I chose this location was that the immediate neighborhood lacks any restaurants. Bushwick is blowing up and revitalizing at a tremendous rate. Setting up here would have made me unique in an underserved area and in the perfect place when things do explode here. “So what if I am?”

      Isabella nudges her friend out of the way with her shoulder. “Well, that's going to create quite a problem for me.”

      “Is it?”

      Her mouth drops open incredulously. “It's a big-shot celebrity chef competing with my restaurant when I have zero name recognition and probably a quarter of the budget you do. Of course, it’s a problem!”

      I shrug and fight a grin at the fact that she called me a “big-shot celebrity chef.” Though, she definitely didn’t mean it as a compliment the way she said it. The woman does have a point, though. It will be hard for her, but I don’t want to make her day any worse than it already is. “Maybe it won't be so bad after all.”

      That’s a lie.

      She's right. I have no idea who this chick is, and I've won a prestigious television cooking competition, been on the cover of a major food magazine, and have been named the hottest chef in the city. I’ve worked my way up through some of the best restaurants in the country over the last few years to make sure people know who I am. There’s no way her place is going to be as big of a draw as mine.

      I wouldn’t even consider it competition. Not really.

      But even if it were, I’ve never been one to back down from a little challenge. That’s the one good thing Bash, Rach, and I inherited from Dad—the drive to succeed at any cost. It may have been horrible for our family life back then, but it has definitely helped all three of us thrive.

      Isabella scowls again and grits her teeth. “You’re going to put me out of business before I even open.”

      I flash her my best panty-melting grin. The one that always seems to work on the women I meet. “Again. Not my problem.”

      The woman growls—actually fucking growls at me. It rumbles low in her chest and slips from her lips. “You’re a real jerk, you know that?”

      A chuckle bubbles up my throat, and I shake my head. “I've been told that once or twice in my life.”

      Her steely emerald gaze holds mine. “I can see why.”

      Wow, this chick is full of piss and vinegar.

      And the blush spreading across her cheeks with her rage only emphasizes her perfect bone structure. I almost feel bad for her. With my place opening next door, hers doesn't stand a chance. But such is the way it goes in business and life.

      Sometimes, you win. Sometimes, you lose.

      She glowers at me one more time before she grabs her friend’s arm and drags her from the building out into the rain.

      I grin and shake my head as I wander back to my spot by the window to wait for Danny.

      Things just got a whole lot more interesting.
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