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      Glass Jaw…

      “Gah! Damnit!” Mace cried, and I frowned, looking up from my call with one of my suppliers.

      “Alright now, thanks,” I said and hung up the phone. I called out from the kitchen down the basement stairs, “What’s the problem?”

      Laughter filtered up, and I rolled my eyes.

      “Quit fuckin’ around down there and get it done!” I yelled. “The home buyer’s coming today, and I don’t need you all making us look like a bunch of fucking jackasses!”

      We were working in the basement of a house built in the 1940s. It was a multi-tier repair, some foundational shit, new sump pump installation, mold removal – that sort of thing. The current homeowner? What a fucking bitch. I hoped the buyer, who was coming in from across the country, would be easier to deal with since the repairs were going to overlap and go past closing, which was supposed to be tomorrow.

      I mean, honestly – who the fuck bought a house sight unseen from across the fuckin’ country like that?

      “Hey, boss!” Mace called. “Come and look at this and tell me what you want me to do.”

      “Fuck,” I muttered and went down the stairs into the unfinished basement. That wasn’t good. That was never good.

      I went down to deal with whatever bullshit had come up and sighed.

      “This cheap-ass white-trash fucking cunt ain’t gonna pay for it,” I said, looking up under the fireplace at the severely rotted wood. It wasn’t too bad of a repair, not bad at all, but I wasn’t about to do any more shit for this woman.

      “What do you think?” Mace asked. “Point it out to the buyer after closing and go from there?”

      “Yeah, maybe.” I rubbed my chin and closed one eye, looking up at the flaking dry rot. The whole corner of the beam was starting to come apart.

      “Man,” Mace said, shaking his head. “I don’t know what show this bitch watched to make her think flipping houses was a good idea, but she watched the wrong fucking one.”

      I barked a laugh and said, “Who you telling?” Finally, I sighed and said, “Let me look at this inspection report again. The buyer’s inspector was really fuckin’ thorough – I don’t see how he could have missed this.”

      “Yeah.” Mace nodded.

      It was a really odd situation, this whole job. The buyer’s agent had reached out to me for one – which that almost never happened and after meeting the current homeowner, I understood why.

      She wasn’t interested in anything except getting her money, period – gold digging hooker. She’d even had the nerve to get up in my face about shit and I was fuckin’ trying to help her ass – giving her options. Not my fault she wanted top-tier everything at bargain-basement prices. That wasn’t how this fucking shit worked.

      “Jared?” a female voice called from upstairs, and I frowned and looked at my watch.

      “Yeah, just a sec!” I called back.

      “Holly?” Mace asked.

      “Sounds like it. Also sounds like she’s early.”

      “Fuckin’ great.”

      I huffed a laugh and slapped him on the back.

      “Time to be the bearer of bad news,” I said, and turned toward the stairs. Holly was the buyer’s agent – and thus, she was on our side.

      “Hey, Holly,” I said as I came up the stairs.

      Holly was the quintessential bubbly blonde, buxom, too – which I could appreciate both. She blinked wide blue eyes at me and said, “Uh oh, you don’t look happy. Homeowner or…?”

      That was the other thing I appreciated about Holly – she was sharp as a tack. Today, that worked against me, some.

      “I don’t know yet. Give me half a second here,” I said and went over to the kitchen counter. That was the one thing they’d done right in this place – or at least on the surface. Granite countertops, gleaming white cabinetry, and brick facing for the backsplash, the kitchen looked sharp, all except for the shitty, half-assed paint job in the same unrelieved gray throughout the whole fucking house.

      I swear to God, the woman selling this place was painfully fuckin’ cheap. She probably had her fuckin’ kids paint the place.

      Holly waited while I flipped through the fifty-four-page printout that the fuckin’ inspector had handed her on the house. Yeah, it seemed like a lot, but a lot of it was penny-ante shit. Nothing to write home about when just about every fuckin’ house in the history of ever had the same shit going on.

      I tapped the third page and said, “Gah…”

      “What is it?” Holly asked, looking over my shoulder.

      “Your guy was maybe a little too thorough. This is a problem that really needs to be addressed but he’s got so much penny-ante shit packed into this report it got overlooked.”

      “Oh no,” Holly said, dismayed. “Show me.”

      I took her down into the basement and showed her. She covered her mouth with her hand and shook her head.

      “Jared, this is really bad… the negotiations have been made, and the contract has been signed. How immediate of a repair is this?” she asked.

      “It’s bad,” I agreed. “It really shouldn’t wait.”

      “How much are we looking at, though?” she asked.

      “There’s the good news,” I said with a sigh. “I mean, I could do it for…” I ran the calculations through my brain and shrugged. “Five-seventy-five, maybe.”

      Holly let out her breath in a whoosh. “Okay, that’s not completely awful, but, Jared, I don’t know if my client can do it,” she said. She looked worried, and that was weird. Like, who was this woman that was buying that Holly was this invested?

      “What’s going on, Hols?” I asked her.

      “She’s a really nice lady,” Holly said with a sigh. “And she’s really been through it. Single mom, husband left her and tried to leave her cold. It’s just her and her son. She got a job out here, but they weren’t going to pay for her relocation fees. She’s spent just about everything she’s had on securing this house. Of course, we get so far into the process and the woman that owns this place—” I raised my hand to stop her.

      “Say no more on that last one,” I said.

      Holly looked at her watch and said, “She’s supposed to be here any minute.”

      “The seller?” I asked. “Or the buyer?”

      “Oh, God no! The buyer! The seller was warned away from the walk-through. My client doesn’t want to have anything to do with her. She’s been jerked around so much. Between you and me.” Holly made a cringy sort of face.

      “Always, Hols. You know I take care of you,” I said, and it was true; in a business sense, I did. Always had and always would. That was why she and her real estate group were one of my best repeat customers.

      “Jared, she’s really been through it, and I don’t know that she can take much more bad news,” Holly said. She genuinely sounded like her heart went out to this lady.

      “Got pretty close with her, huh?” I asked.

      Holly nodded. “She’s an amazing person.” She sighed, chewed her bottom lip, and drew herself up to her full height, which was only like five foot six, which to my six one, looked adorable.

      “I’ll pay for it,” she said. “Out of my finder’s fee.”

      “Shit, you’re fuckin’ serious,” I said, wide-eyed and surprised as fuck. I’d never seen her do anything like this.

      “As a heart attack,” she said solemnly.

      I sniffed. “You know, you’ve brought me a lot of business and shit over the years, but I can’t do it for free. I’ll go halves with you. Two seventy-five.” I stuck out my hand, and she smiled and shook it.

      “Thank you. I’m glad you’re here,” she said, and then her eyes went wide as her phone went off in her hand. “Oh!” She looked at the screen and smiled. “She’s here!”

      “Well, go on,” I said. “I got some shit to handle down here. I’ll be up in a bit.”

      “Okay.”

      She went up the stairs, and I put my hands on my hips and shook my head. Well, that was something.

      “Hi!” I heard Holly’s enthusiastic voice at the back door and a peal of feminine laughter.

      “It’s so good to finally meet you!” another woman’s voice cried.

      “Hi,” a boy’s voice said, cracking – so a teenager maybe.

      Hm.

      I went around looking at my crew’s work, nodded and finally took myself upstairs. I had no idea where the women had got to, but there was a teen in the kitchen. Skinny, tall, hadn’t equaled out yet, but maybe, sixteen? Seventeen?

      “Hi,” he said, and waved.

      “Hey, how’s it going?” I asked.

      He tossed back his brown hair that was getting too long in the front, bangs sweeping into his brown eyes.

      “Good to be stopped,” he said with a reckless grin.

      “Aw, yeah? Where you come from?” I asked.

      “East coast,” he said.

      “Shit, that is a long way away,” I agreed.

      “Marc, who are you talking to?” a woman’s voice called from the stairwell up to the second floor. Her flats hit the hardwood floor, and she stepped around the corner into the dining room where I could see her and holy shit… she left me eating asphalt.

      She was fucking gorgeous.

      Long, sleek-brown hair waved around her face, which was angular and supermodel perfect. Wide brown eyes swept over me uncertainly and softened when Holly came around from behind her and introduced us.

      “Oh, Cadence, this is Jared. Jared, this is our buyer, Cadence.”

      “Hi.” My brain finally caught up to what I was supposed to be doing versus what I was doing, which was staring gobsmacked at the woman.

      “Jared Ronald Allen Smith,” I said. She hesitantly put her soft hand in mine and barely gripped it, shaking it weakly.

      “Oh, like the trucks outside,” her boy said, and I startled slightly, forgetting he was even there.

      “Yeah, I own the contracting company,” I said.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” Cadence murmured and without any more preamble, said, “How bad is my house?”

      Direct. I liked that.

      Shit, I was in trouble here.
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      Glass Jaw…

      “Come on down to the basement if you’d like, I’ll show you what we’re doing.” There was some flinching around her eyes.

      “The basement?” she echoed.

      “I’ll go,” her boy said, rolling his eyes. “Mom’s afraid of basements and attics. That’s why the attic room is gonna be mine.” He grinned and his mother smiled behind his back. Damn, that small smile turned her from something beautiful into something out of this world. I was going to keep eating asphalt and start stumbling over my words – tripping over my own damn tongue if I didn’t get away from her for a minute.

      “Cool, come on downstairs, Marc.”

      Marc pushed off the granite countertop, and with a grin and a wink at his mom, turned toward the basement door which was standing open.

      I nodded at Holly and Cadence and followed the boy down the stairs.

      “Clean it up, fellas,” I warned as we entered the basement. “Quit leaving your shit all over the place.” I kicked a trowel lightly back, closer to the bucket of mortar where some of my guys were shoring up a janky set of blocks serving as part of the back of the foundation.

      “What happened down here?” Marc asked, wrinkling his nose at the chemical smell.

      “Previous owner let a busted sump pump go too long, and mold proliferated the basement and crawl spaces, but y’all got lucky,” I said. “Up here we get something called black mold. Highly toxic, causes all sorts of breathing and neurological issues in a person if they live around it too long.”

      “This mold looks yellow,” Marc said, peering at some of the timbers underneath the house up under the floor. I nodded.

      “Same kind of mold they make penicillin out of,” Mace said. “You get sick, you can just come down here and lick one of these beams here.”

      “Really?” Marc asked, looking skeptical. Mace laughed.

      “No! I’m just fu— messin’ with you, kid.”

      “Oh, it’s alright. You can swear around me, I don’t care,” Marc said.

      “I do. It’s unprofessional,” I said. I shook my head, grinning with Mace though. That’d been cute.

      “What else are you guys doing down here?” Marc asked with mild interest, looking around.

      I took him through all that we’d accomplished and had yet to accomplish down here.

      “Well, we dug out this new trench, here. Put in this new sump pump,” I tapped the top of the thing lightly with the sole of my work boot, “and the boys are back up in there, mortaring some bricks all the same size and shape in place for your foundation.”

      “What else needs to be done?” he asked. The kid was pretty shrewd. I liked that. Seemed his mamma didn’t raise no fool. Also seemed his mamma had him pretty young. She didn’t look much older than me – if she was even older than me – she could be a few years younger or even the same age. I was terrible at guessing a lady’s age which had landed me in some hot water back when—

      I stopped my mental meandering and focused on what the kid was asking me. “Gotta replace the wood up under here,” I said, touching the rotting specimen, the wood flaking and shredding under my fingertips. “But no worries, there. That’s already paid for. I just have to come in and do it.”

      “Okay, what isn’t paid for that needs to be done.”

      “A few things. Those windows down here need replacing, but to be honest with you, I wouldn’t replace ‘em with windows. In my professional opinion – which is what I’m here for, right –? I would put in some open grating to ventilate things down here. Keep the critters out but promote some airflow. I’d also look at a few other things, but not right now, maybe in the future when your mom’s flush. You know?”

      “Things like what?” he asked, and I smiled.

      “Insulation up under these floorboards for one. Replacing all these galvanized pipes – but I’d wait a minute. The water heater was put in eight years or so ago, so when it needs to be replaced, that’s when I would do the pipes.”

      “Okay.” Kid looked like he was mentally taking all of this down. “Isn’t there supposed to be plastic on these piles of dirt or something?”

      “Don’t worry!” Mace called. “It’s on our list of shi—” I shot Mace a warning look over my shoulder. “Stuff to do.” He changed what he was going to say in the nick of fucking time.

      “He’s right, it’ll get done too. I didn’t forget. I just forgot to mention it.”

      “Anything else we should know about?” the kid asked.

      “Ask you something?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “Sure.”

      “Where’s your pops?”

      He frowned. “Died.” He said it flatly, and there wasn’t a trace of hurt on the kid's face, but there sure was a whole lotta anger.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said automatically. “My condolences.”

      He shook his head.

      “Save ‘em. He was a douche,” he said, and I nodded.

      “Okay.”

      “So, anything else we should know about?” he asked, changing the subject flatly.

      “A few things,” I said. “But those are all upstairs and I best take them up with your mom if she asks. Be happy to go through that report with her page by page if she’d like.”

      Marc frowned.

      “You know about that?”

      I chuckled. “Holly and I have been doing business for a good bit of years now. She knows I’m honest and it wouldn’t look good on my business to cheat anyone. A lot of that stuff? Superficial. Some of it, though? It should be addressed, even if it’s not immediately.”

      Marc studied my face for a second and finally nodded. I filed it away as interesting. He clearly had some trust issues, which, didn’t we all? Still, interesting.

      “Come on, let’s head on back upstairs.”

      “Okay.”

      He turned and I followed him up, catching Mace’s eye, who mouthed what the fuck? at me. I frowned and shook my head and waved him off.

      He knew I didn’t really like kids – which was true – I didn’t like kids, as in little kids. Marc wasn’t little and so far, he seemed alright.

      When we got back upstairs, it was to an unwelcome surprise.

      “Aren’t you done yet?”

      I frowned slightly, and Holly, who was standing on the other side of the counter in the dining room, looked helpless and at a loss for words.

      Hillary McConnel, the current homeowner and seller, was standing in the kitchen. Cadence had evaporated. I frowned slightly.

      “We aren’t slated to be done for another few days yet,” I told her. “I do believe that’s laid out in the contract you signed.”

      Just like it was laid out that we didn’t get paid until after the house was closed on, which was a big fuckin’ favor where this bitch was concerned. I was already doing this shit at bargain-basement prices as a favor to Holly. This bitch, Hillary, could go fuck herself. She was constantly up our asses, getting these fucking ideas in her head and trying to foul up and change deals to suit her better mid-fuckin’-stream.

      She was a royal pain in the fucking ass, thought she was better than she actually was, and could best be described as a white-trash princess. I meant what I said. From her ugly fucking little dog to her pink Juicy Couture velvet tracksuit that was probably the only one she owned or could afford. It was so old some of the fuzz was getting rubbed off in places.

      Bleached-blond-Karen hair completed her look right along with a few trashy tattoos that look like she went for a chic-upscale look with a dollar-store artist.

      Needless to say, I couldn’t stand the bitch. I had no idea where Cadence was, but I was glad she wasn’t here right this second.

      “Who are you?” she demanded of Marc.

      “Uh…”

      “Marc is Ms. Mitchell’s son,” Holly said carefully. Marc just kind of looked nervous and waved.

      “Oh, so she is here?”

      Fucking bitch. She knew exactly what she was doing. She knew Cadence didn’t want to see her, but fuck what anybody else wanted. It was all about Hillary, all the fuckin’ time.

      “Yes.” Holly made eye contact with me and tilted her head back ever so slightly in the direction of the front door through the archway behind her. My phone did me a solid and chimed in my pocket at just that moment.

      “Excuse me, ladies, for just a second,” I said, and went for the front door. Marc stayed back with Holly, which was good. I checked the notification – an app I didn’t care about – and I opened the front door and went out onto the front porch.

      Cadence startled and turned to look at me, tears wetting her cheeks.

      “Oh! Um…” She turned away and tried to wipe them away, but they just seemed to want to fall faster.

      I have to say, my curiosity was piqued.

      “You alright?” I asked, leaning on the railing overlooking the narrow patch of front yard.

      She shook her head and sucked in a deep breath and held it, trying to get it together.

      “It’s just a lot,” she said, finally letting it out in an explosion.

      “Talk to me,” I said gently, hoping that to her ears it sounded inviting.

      I couldn’t tell you how much I wanted to know more about her.
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      Cadence…

      We’d been through so much – Marc and I – and I was trying to be strong for the both of us, but I just felt like falling apart. I was under so much stress, so much strain, and when Holly had rushed up to me and told me to go out front, that Hillary McConnel was coming in through the back, it was everything I could do to suppress the sudden wildfire inferno of rage tearing through my breasts.

      I went out onto the narrow front porch, leaned against the railing, and just tried to breathe for a minute.

      It was pleasant out here, at least. Cold, but clear. The sun shining, a nice breeze rolling through the trees along the idyllic little street. The neighborhood wasn’t the best now that I saw it in person. It was certainly a far cry from the affluent neighborhood Marc and I had come from in Georgia. A definite step down, but then again, the house prices here in the Pacific Northwest were insane and I was lucky to get this home for what I did. God, but didn’t it figure that buying this place would be more difficult than anything else thus far?

      Tears sprang to my eyes, and I took several deep breaths and tried to get a handle on myself before I started crying and just couldn’t stop.

      I leaned harder onto the porch railing and sniffed, trying not to buckle under the weight and sadness, the stress, when the front door to my – well, my soon-to-be house, opened. I turned expecting my son or Holly, but it was the contractor, instead.

      “Oh! Um…” I straightened, startled, and turned away, wiping the tears from under my eyes.

      “You alright?” he asked, crossing his arms over a very nice chest and leaning his jeans-clad hip against the railing.

      I shook my head to dispel the thoughts about just how attractive Jared Ronald Allen Smith was and let out my breath in a whoosh.

      “It’s just a lot,” I said.

      “Talk to me,” he said gently, and I paused for a moment, the invitation a siren’s call of sorts. I closed my eyes and looked away from those intense, hazel eyes – the mix of brown and green, earthy and vivid but the look in them... I don’t know what to say about that. It held an edge of predator, but also an edge of something like protection. The intensity with which he looked at me left me wanting to spill all my secrets but stole the words from my lips.

      I couldn’t tell you how much I wanted to unburden my soul, but this was not the time, nor the place. Nor was this poor man the one I needed to dump on, either.

      I finally pressed my lips together miserably and shook my head lightly.

      “Thank you, um, that wouldn’t be right or a good idea, I don’t think,” I stammered and was saved from my own awkwardness by the door opening once more and my son poking his head out.

      “Mom, you okay?” he asked, and I did what I always did.

      I put on a brave face, smiled brightly, and said, “Yeah, honey. What’s up?”

      He stepped out and closed the door.

      “Holly’s doing her best to fend off the cuntasaurus rex in there. She wanted me to give you these.” He held out keys on a ring to me, and I frowned, temporarily forgetting to tell my son to watch his language.

      “What are these?” I asked.

      “The keys to the house. She says this one is the storage door out back and that one or both of these open the front or back door, she doesn’t know which.”

      “Oh, God,” I groaned. “I’m sorry, baby, you shouldn’t have had to deal with any of that. I—”

      “Mom, it’s okay,” Marc said, putting up his hands to ward off my babbling. “I’m a big kid, now,” he said with a laugh. “She’s awful, but she doesn’t bother me the way she bothers you.”

      “You’re iron clad, kid. She bothers everyone.”

      I shot a smile past my boy at Jared and said, “More like Teflon. Nothing sticks to my boy.”

      “Okay, so she came just for that?” I asked, and Marc rolled his eyes.

      “No, she’s got a bunch of her shit in the storage out back,” he said, wincing and rubbing the inside corner of his eye. It was one of my son’s tells. Unlike his father, he had a terrible poker face. Likely he got it from me. I was awful at lying, but that wasn’t what this was. This was Marc, cringing at having to tell me something he knew I wouldn’t like to hear.

      I closed my eyes, let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding, and felt my shoulders drop in defeat.

      “How much stuff?” I asked.

      “A lot. Most of it’s garbage and stuff and I think she’s planning on sticking us with it.”

      “Goddamnit,” I uttered in frustration.

      “Let her,” Jared spoke up, and I jumped slightly. I had gotten so focused on Marc, and I was so tired, I had truthfully forgotten he was standing there.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Let her,” Jared repeated with a shrug. “I’ll get it out of there for you. It’s not worth the headache and it won’t take much. Just let her haul out what she will, and I’ll handle the rest when the job’s done.”

      “You mean it?” I asked, holding out hope that just one thing in this whole process was about to be easy because nothing else about it had been.

      “Yeah, but I need you to do something for me,” he said.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      He pushed off the railing with his hip and put his arms down to his sides, stepping into a little circle with me and my son, pitching his voice low.

      “Either tonight before you get back to wherever you’re staying or tomorrow right after you close and before you head this way, I need you to stop at a hardware store and pick up new lock sets for the front door, back security door, back door, and the storage door. Do yourself a favor and get ones all keyed the same. Both knobs and dead bolts. I’ll put them in for you.”

      “Why would you do that?” I asked, then realized it sounded rude. I stuttered, correcting myself and said, “I mean, why would I do that?”

      “Because this bitch is crazy, and I don’t trust her as far as I can throw her skank ass.”

      Marc sputtered a laugh, and I gave him a sharp look.

      “Okay, she’s a pain, I admit that, but there’s no need to call names,” I corrected my boy for laughing. Jared’s lips quirked into a half-smile at me as his eyes roved my face.

      “Point taken,” he said. I blushed furiously and was grateful he didn’t seem offended for what I had intended to be for my son, but apparently caught him, too.

      “Oh, oh no! You’re an adult, you can say whatever you’d like. My son, however, I would like to instill a little better than that in him.”

      “It’s okay, Mom. No reflection on you. Let’s call it Dad’s genes.”

      I bit my lips together, closed my eyes, and drew in a long slow breath in through my nose and let it out through my mouth.

      The door opened again, and I jumped. Holly poked her blond head out and looked apologetic.

      “Coast is clear,” she said.

      “Did she leave a mess in my storage unit?” I asked.

      Holly winced. “Afraid so.”

      I sighed.

      “Perfect,” I muttered. “Just perfect.”

      “It’s nothing to worry about,” Jared said, reaching out and pinching my jacket sleeve, giving it a gentle shake. “I’ll take care of it,” he said.

      “I appreciate that, thank you,” I said. “But you shouldn’t have to.”

      It was the principle of the thing.
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      Glass Jaw…

      “Heyyy – oh shit, what’s wrong?” Marc held out a couple of bags from the hardware store, looking grim. I took them from him.

      “Movers dicked us over,” he said unhappily.

      I looked past him up the driveway where Cadence was parked. She was on the phone, tears streaming down her face, her makeup running, her fingers under her nose, hand pressed to her lips as she tried to maintain her cool with her phone pressed to her ear.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Our stuff is still back in Savannah,” he said unhappily. “It was supposed to be delivered today. We left over ten days ago – got here in six. They lied to my mom and now they’re saying it won’t be here until like the end of the month.”

      “Okay, hang on a minute here.” I thrust the bag of lock sets into his hands and muttered, “Take these to Mace for me.”

      “Whose Mace?” he called at my back as I marched across the grass to Cadence’s SUV with its little U-Haul trailer. I don’t know what she’d brought, but at least she wouldn’t be without nothing.

      I opened the car door and could hear the guy on the other end of the phone screaming at her in a thick Boston accent.

      “You callin’ me a liar, you two-bit fuckin’ cunt?”

      I snatched the phone right out of her hand. “Who is this?” I demanded to a “fuck you” and the phone clattering on the other end. The call severed and the line went dead.

      Cadence had both hands shoved over her mouth and was sobbing uncontrollably.

      “Hey, come on now.” I kneeled in her open car doorway and put a hand on the back of her shoulder, giving it a squeeze. “Don’t waste any tears on that piece of shit.”

      She crumbled and lost her shit even harder, gripping the steering wheel of her car with both hands, breath sawing in and out of her chest too fast.

      I switched tactics immediately.

      “Breathe, honey. Just breathe,” I said. Making eye contact with her, I mimed breathing in and breathing out slow and steady until she caught on and started doing it too.

      “Right, that’s right.” I nodded. “That’s good.”

      Holly’s words from the day before came back to me – about this woman going through so much and how beautiful she was inside – I wanted to know. I’d seen her on the front porch yesterday afternoon. She sparked fire like an opal in the sun. She was tough. I could see it in her, so what the fuck had happened to bring her this low?

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m so sorry!”

      “Don’t be,” I chided. “Just breathe. Take your time.”

      “I don’t know what to do,” she half-wailed. “I don’t have all the answers this time.”

      “Just take your time, honey. Just take your time, get it together, and we’ll go from there. Okay?”

      She stared at me, mascara running down her cheeks in muddy tracks, and nodded.

      I think she was out of strength. It was the end of the line. I was half glad she’d landed in my lap – I had plenty of strength to spare. I would get this figured out.

      Her phone rang in my hand, and I looked. Movers was emblazoned on her screen. I swallowed hard and had a bit of grim resolve settle in my chest before answering her phone with a warning look at her to stay in her car.

      “Hello?”

      “Who’s this?” a guy with a decided middle-American accent asked. “I thought I was calling Cadence Mitchell.”

      “You are. This is her phone, but you got me.”

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      About to be your worst fucking nightmare, if you don’t answer my questions, I thought.

      “This is Jared Smith. I’m working on Ms. Mitchell’s new house. She’s a little upset right now. Maybe you and I can sort things out, yeah?”

      “Yeah, yeah, okay.” He sounded a little relieved.

      Fuckin’ idiot.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “How you doing?” I asked and slid up onto the second stool at her kitchen bar on her dining room side.

      She took a sip from the coffee I had one of my guys run out and get us. Her face was freshly scrubbed, her long, wavy, brown hair pulled up into a high ponytail. Her face was stark, her eyes red rimmed from crying.

      “Better, thank you.”

      “Okay, good. That’s good.” I nodded.

      She sniffed. “So did you get anywhere with them?” she asked.

      I sighed heavily. “Not yet, but I think I got this shit figured out. You aren’t the first person they’ve done this kind of shit to. I’ve seen it before,” I said. Which was true, I had.

      “What’s going on?” she asked weakly.

      “Well, one, the Southie piece of shit that had the gall to talk that way to you on the phone says he’s sorry.” She gave me a look, her facial expression dropping her green eyes, clearly stating without saying a word to drop the fucking bullshit with her. I smiled and laughed a little. “Fair enough,” I said.

      “So, what’s going on?” she repeated, and I sighed.

      “According to these assholes, the contract you signed states they have twenty-one business days to deliver your things to you from the date of when it was initially supposed to be delivered which is…?” I asked.

      “That was supposed to be today,” she said, sniffing, her voice cracking slightly.

      “Okay.” I nodded. “So, we look at a calendar, take out every Saturday and Sunday that means…” I clicked my tongue. “Friday, the second of next month.”

      She closed her eyes, her face dropping and her shoulders settling under the weight of defeat that landed on them like a ton of bricks.

      “Next month?” she asked weakly.

      “Not necessarily. They could bring it any time between now and the second without being in breach of contract. What it means, really, is that you can’t do anything about it until after the second of next month. Meaning, you can’t sue them, or anything like that.”

      She nodded morosely.

      “What have you got in your car and trailer?” I asked.

      “Um, boxes of important papers, clothes, uh… artwork and some odds and ends. They said they would have everything here today, so they have everything – our furniture, our beds, our kitchen stuff. I don’t know what I’m going to do!”

      “Deep breath,” I told her and got up off the kitchen stool. There were two at the counter and they’d been left with the house, so it wasn’t all bad. I mean, at least she had those to sit on at the counter to work or whatever for the time being.

      I went to the basement door and called down, “Hey, boys, stop what you’re doing real quick and let’s give this lady a hand with her things.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to do that!” Cadence cried, sitting up straighter.

      “Ah!” I put up a hand and waved her back down into her seat. “Stay in the truck, we’ve got this. Many hands make light work.” She looked taken aback, looking at the steering wheel of her SUV, like she was trying to figure out… truck? It was adorable.

      My boys on today’s work crew came up from the basement along with Marc, who seemed to be an inquisitive kid, wanting to learn anything that was in front of him. A good quality if you asked me.

      “We unloading the car and trailer?” Marc asked curiously and looked to his mom. She held hesitation on her face, and finally nodded.

      “Where do you want us to put it?” Jerome asked. He was a good dude, unrelated to the club. I tried hard not to mix club business with my business when it came down to it. If the club got picked up on bogus or even very real charges, I couldn’t have the majority of my workforce going into lockup with me. Mace was the exception to the rule in that regard, but he’d really needed the work and I had been desperate for a reliable guy that I didn’t have to train from the ground up, so that shit had just worked out.

      “It’s okay, Mom, I’ll show them,” Marc said helpfully. Cadence smiled at him and the tiredness radiated from her face.

      “Thanks, honey,” she said to him quietly and let us handle it.

      “Where do you want this stuff? The office?” Jerome asked as some of the other boys got the back of the U-Haul travel trailer open.

      “Uh, you mean the little room inside the back door off the laundry?” Mark asked.

      “Yeah.”

      Marc shook his head. “That’s not gonna be the office. That’s supposed to be the guest room, Mom says.”

      “Well, whatever, gotta know where’s it going.”

      “The guest room like Marc described, for now. His mom’ll tell us if it goes somewhere else,” I said, and Marc nodded.

      Jerome hefted two eighteen-gallon plastic totes and headed for the back door of the house with an indifferent shrug. I stood by while the guys took things out of the back of the trailer until Marc made a face as I went to grab a flat thing up against the side of the trailer wrapped in a tough blue moving blanket.

      “We gotta be super careful with this,” Marc said, taking the other end.

      “What is it and where is it going?” I asked.

      “It’s Mom’s drafting table. She’s had it since college or whatever and it means a lot to her. She was super worried it was going to break or whatever if the movers took it and is pretty much the entire reason we even have the trailer.”

      “Good to know,” I said, walking the table backwards under the carport toward the back door. “Your mom an artist or something?”

      “Architect. She draws building plans and stuff.”

      “Really?” I asked. I hadn’t expected that.

      “Yeah, she’s really good at it. Won some awards and stuff for her designs.”

      “No shit?” I asked.

      “For real. Step up!” he warned, and I looked back over my shoulder and took the two steeply pitched steps up into the back of the house.

      “Mom!” Marc yelled. “What room do you want your drafting table in?”

      “I’m coming!” Cadence called and appeared at my back through the kitchen.

      “Front bedroom, please. The one with the most windows and the better light.”

      “Got it.” I nodded, and we carefully guided the table through the doorway to the kitchen and around the corner into the hallway.

      “Uh, left or right?” Marc asked.

      “Right,” his mother said decisively.

      Past the bathrooms and into the front bedroom we went, Cadence letting out an audible sigh of relief when we set the table on its legs.

      “My father bought me this table when I was nineteen,” she said.

      “Oh yeah?” I asked casually, eager to listen to any sort of personal tidbits or information she was willing to impart.

      “Yeah,” she said with a slightly sad but fond smile that made me wonder if her dad had passed.

      “My dad died when I was twenty-three. Mom didn’t remarry until five or six years later to my stepdad, who she met in a widow’s and widower’s support group.”

      “You don’t mind me asking, how’d he die?”

      “Brain cancer,” she said, leaning way down to pick at the brown packing tape securing the blanket around the table.

      “Here, let me,” I said and whipped my folding Karambit knife out of its holster on my belt by its loop. I whipped it open and around on my finger with practiced ease and Marc let out a “Whoa.” I kept my grin to myself as I slashed through the tape with the sharp tip and put it away.

      “Thanks,” Cadence murmured with a wry smile.

      “What is that?” Marc asked, all but vibrating with curiosity.

      “It’s called a Karambit knife. Useful little tool if you learn to use it right.”

      “Marc, help me a minute,” his mom said, and the kid was a good kid, stepping in and helping out without argument.

      The table unfolded smoothly, and Cadence worked on twisting knobs underneath to tighten things up.

      “Where do you want it?” Marc asked.

      “Not sure yet, and I don’t have the rest of the things that go in here so let’s just leave it here for right now.”

      “I’m going to get started on those locksets. You have any trouble with my guys, you just let me know. I’ll straighten ‘em out,” I said.

      “Thank you,” Cadence murmured, her large green eyes flicking over me, coolly appraising, as though she were trying to decide about me. I smiled a bit ruefully and gave a nod, ducking back out the door and down the hallway, heading for the kitchen and where the knob and locks were waiting on me.

      My guys made short work of the trailer and the back of Cadence’s SUV. By the time I was done with the front door, she and Marc were already sifting through their stuff, taking stock of what they had versus what they needed. She was meticulous, having found a notebook and pen somewhere in the midst of the chaos of her belongings, and was making a list quietly at the kitchen counter while Marc hauled what looked to be a tote of computer equipment upstairs followed by a television.

      Kid had his priorities right, so it seemed.

      “Mom, do you know when the internet is gonna be hooked up?” he asked.

      “One thing at a time,” Cadence said with a heavy sigh. “What time is it? I can maybe call now.”

      “Not even ten o’clock yet,” I supplied. Marc retreated up the stairs back to his room.

      “Really?” she asked stretching. “It feels so much later than that.”

      “I promise,” I said, testing the latch on the knob I’d just installed. “One down, three to go,” I said.

      Cadence stared sightlessly in my general direction and chewed thoughtfully on her bottom lip.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      “Huh?” she asked and blinked as though coming awake.

      “You look thoughtful. What’s on your mind?” I asked.

      “I just have so much to do. I need to go shopping to make this place even semi-habitable until our stuff arrives.” She sighed heavily. “Air mattresses, shower curtains, towels… I have to return the trailer, too.”

      “Go do what you have to do,” I told her. “We’re gonna be here a while yet.” I got up and went over to her and held out a set of the keys that’d come with the lockset. “If we’re here when you get back, cool. If not, I’ll lock up and you got keys so…”

      She scraped her bottom lip between her teeth, and I felt my cock jump slightly in my damn jeans. She was just so naturally sexy… fuck.

      “Thanks,” she murmured judiciously and plucked the keys from my hand.

      “No problem,” I said with a nod.

      “Marc!” she called, and he came bounding down the stairs from his room.

      “Yeah?”

      “Come on, let’s go. We have things to do.”

      “Okay,” he said and tossed his hair out of his eyes.

      I watched them retreat out the back door, my eyes lingering appreciatively on the perfect curve of Ms. Mitchell’s ass.

      I needed to draw some boundaries for myself and quick.
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      Cadence…

      “Can I go to my room now?” Marc asked on our return to the house, all but vibrating with his need to set up his computer so he could go play with his friends. It was just about all he could talk about once he figured out that he could use his phone as a hotspot with our plan.

      “Yes, go,” I said with a tired smile. “Thanks for all your help today,” I said.

      My kid flashed me a grin and said, “No problem, Mom. Love you.”

      “Love you, too, baby.” I murmured to the thunder of his sneakers against the tile of the kitchen and the hardwood of the dining room after that.

      I sighed and closed the security door behind me, leaving the back door open for now with the pleasant spring afternoon outside.

      The house needed fresh air, badly.

      I set myself to the task of setting up both bathrooms for showers, etc. As far as I could tell, the house was empty until I heard a loud curse from behind the closed basement door. I went to it and opened it.

      “Hello?” I called down the stairs.

      “Yeah, I’m still here!” a grizzled male voice called back, clearly unhappy.

      “Mr. Smith?” I asked.

      “Yeah, it’s me!” he called up, then absently followed it with a “Goddamn it.”

      I took a deep breath and went down the stairs into the musty unfinished basement.

      “Everything alright?” I asked.

      “Yeah, uh, just finishing up. I’ll get started on this support tomorrow if that’s okay with you.”

      “Yeah, um, staying awfully late, aren’t you?” I asked, hugging myself. I was not a fan of basements. Never had been, never would be.

      “Uh, yeah, well, you know… life of being the boss. First one in, last one out – always.”

      “Oh, um, well… it’s not much, but I was just about to order Marc and I some dinner. Can you stay a little longer and have something to eat? Feels like the least I can do after you took the time out of your day to do all those locksets.”

      He gave me a tired half-grin and a nod. “Thank you,” he said. “I’d like that. I’ll uh, be up in a sec. Just have a phone call I need to make.”

      “Wife and kids at home?” I asked, steeling myself for the answer.

      “No.” He laughed and shook his head. “Just letting a buddy of mine know I’m gonna grab some dinner before I meet up with him at the club.”

      “Club?” I asked with a slow grin. “You don’t strike me as the country-club type, Mr. Smith.”

      “Hey, none of that now. It’s Jared, or Glass or Glass Jaw,” he said.

      “Glass Jaw?” I asked incredulously.

      “Ah, yup. That’s my club’s name for me.” He laughed a bit nervously and said, “I belong to a motorcycle club.”
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