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For Jill Caroline Wynne Kitkowski
My favorite engineer.
Even though you’re the first in
our family,
And you didn’t go to Purdue.


Thank you for not making me feel like
an idiot,
When I was a grown adult,
And you were still in high school,
And you had to explain the intricacies
of a transistor to me.


Nerds rule, baby.
And you prove it.


And for Janet Guthrie
A woman of her time,
And also ahead of her time,
Who personally slammed into
an invisible wall,
At the same time she helped forge
a path,
So others could take theirs.




CHAPTER ONE
I Can’t Even


EVIE


I . . . can’t . . . even,” I snapped at my windshield as I slammed on the brakes when the car started to pull out in front of me, and I knew it wouldn’t stop because they couldn’t care less I was only three car lengths away and going five miles (okay, maybe ten) over the speed limit.


“Stupid millennial!” I shouted when I noted the age of the clueless person driving.


Of course, I was a millennial.


Which meant, obviously, I could call my own people stupid and clueless.


Some Gen Xer said something like that, it’d tick me off.


But right then, I had visions in my head of ramming him from behind just to make a point à la Evelyn Couch in Fried Green Tomatoes.


Sadly, Evelyn’s insurance was great, but mine wouldn’t take another bust-up, of which I’d had many (and this might have a wee bit to do with me going five, more like ten miles over the speed limit on more than the regular occasion—then again, I was always in a hurry and it was no lie that wasn’t hardly ever my fault).


Another reason my insurance agent was going to blackball me to all insurance companies happened right then.


My phone rang.


And I looked to it instantly.


What could I say?


I’m a millennial.


The call was from my mother.


Normally, it was a very good possibility, to the point of it being a probability, I would avoid my mother’s call.


Today, I could not.


So I snatched up my phone and engaged, hopeful to the last (in other words, delusional) that maybe for once, I might have backup in the current situation I was going to have to handle. A situation, like all of them, that was not mine.


“Hey, Mom,” I greeted eagerly.


“Evan, darlin’, please tell me you’re going to see your brother.”


Oh, I was going to see my brother all right.


In lockup.


Again.


I was Norm from Cheers at Denver County Jail.


“Of course I’m going to see him,” I replied.


“Okay,” she said, sounding relieved.


I understood her relief.


And my heart sunk.


Because it was not about the proud mother of a good little sister looking after her big brother.


It was a good little daughter doing what a mother should be doing and thus the mother didn’t have to do it, which was good, since she wouldn’t do it anyway.


Again.


“Tell him his momma sends her love and if he needs anything . . .” She trailed off.


Call your sister, Evan, I finished for her in my head.


“Mom, I gotta say, this is the last time—”


“Okay, honey, good chat. I gotta go. I gotta get to work.”


She did not.


She was unemployed.


Again.


“Talk to you later,” she went on. “Come over for dinner. Your stepdad and I miss you.”


With that, she hung up, not setting a dinner date, not staying on the line long enough for me to share with her I was D . . . O . . . N . . . E done with sorting Mick’s crap and not ending the conversation saying such as, “I love you, you can’t know how much. You’re so responsible, I’ve no idea how you got that way, but we’re so lucky you did because I don’t know what we’d all do without you.”


No, she did not say that.


I tossed my phone to the seat, drove to the jail, and as I was pulling in the parking lot, I heard it buzz with a text.


I glanced at it, looked back out the windshield, and muttered, “Oh boy.”


I found a parking spot, shut down my car and snatched up my phone again.


I went to texts.


I read the latest and then, because I was clearly in the mood for self-flagellation, I scrolled up and read it from the top.


The tippy-top stating the text string was with DANIEL MAGNUSSON.




Hey, this Evan?


Yes, is this Daniel?


Mag. And yeah.





Mag.


Who called themselves Mag?




Hi.


Hey, we doing this?





“This” being going on a blind date because our mutual friend Lottie (who’d set us up, like she’d set up all my girlfriends at the club where we worked with friends of her fiancé, Mo) would not let it go even though I got the impression both of us consistently, and for some time, tried to put her off.


For my part, I knew I did just that.


And his “we doing this?” solidified the impression he did too.




Sure.


You climb?


Climb?


Indoor climbing. Rock walls.





Rock walls?


Was he insane?


No.


I did not climb.


I owned eight pairs of Chucks in eight different colors.


But I did not own a single item that might be construed as anything that had anything to do with physical activity.


This was partly because I stripped for a living, which was physical enough.


This was also partly because, when I wasn’t stripping, I was so busy doing everything else, I didn’t need to work out.




How about we go for ice cream?





That got me about two full minutes of continual dot, dot, dots, which did not turn out to be a textual opus.


It turned out to be three words.




Right. Sounds good.





Such a lie.


I knew he thought it didn’t sound good.


He probably had protein shakes for breakfast and lunch and an unseasoned chicken breast for dinner.


What could I say?


He was Mo, Lottie’s fiancé’s former roommate, and Mo was a commando.


And so was Mag.


That was what I’d guess commandos ate.


That and rations.




You open Tuesday?


Yeah.


How about 6:00?


Liks. In Capitol Hill.


I know it.


See you there.


Great. Yes.


See you there.





This had all happened last Thursday.


It was now Tuesday and my hope was that his latest text would be about canceling.


It wasn’t.


It was,




Hey, we still on for tonight?


Because Mac won a gift card to a restaurant.


It expires tomorrow and if someone doesn’t use it,


it’ll be wasted.


She’s offered it to us.





Mac, by the by, was what some people called Lottie, seeing as her last name, for the time being, was McAlister.


And considering she wasn’t close with her dad, she was totally going old school and taking Mo’s name when they got married.


“Yes,” I said out loud to my phone. “We’re still on, after I go in, see my brother, listen to him beg me to post bail while I try to find the courage to tell him this will be the last time ever I post bail for him or get his ass out of whatever jam he’s gotten himself into. Then I’ll fail to find that courage. I’ll then go to my second most often visited hotspot in Denver. Saul Edelstein, bail bondsman. But I actually do not want to have dinner with you, alpha male, probably toxic male. Though Mo isn’t toxic, he’s very sweet, but Lottie warned me you had ‘issues’ and needed someone to settle you down, and apparently, she thinks I’m that person.”


I stopped talking to Mag, who Lottie told me was actually called Danny, who wasn’t there.


And I stared at the phone thinking that the issues Lottie didn’t share with me, but the girls at the club did, were that some woman had broken Daniel Magnusson’s heart, and like a definitely toxic dude, his strategy for curing it was sleeping with everything that moved.


However, to be honest, although this appeared to be one more project I didn’t need, even if Lottie hadn’t been entirely forthcoming, my sense was that mostly Lottie seemed like she wanted to fix us up because she liked us both a lot, thought we’d be good together, look out for each other, and in the end, be happy.


I could not imagine what she was thinking.


A commando was so not my style.


A manwhore?


Totally not.


My last boyfriend was shorter than me by two inches, weighed twenty-five pounds less than me and his skin had not seen the sun for probably five years and not because he was a vampire.


Because he was a gamer.


I liked him.


We shared a lot of the same interests. He was funny, he could be gentle, he listened, he wasn’t all that great in bed, but he gave it his best shot, and he felt safe.


Of course, his eventual utter lack of interest in anything but gaming led to the demise of our relationship.


So now, I missed him.


Or the him I’d had before I lost him to gaming.


My thumbs flew over the bottom of my phone screen.




Sounds good.


When and where?





I was folding out of my car when I got back,




I’ll pick you up.


At six.





Pick me up?


For a date?


What was this?


1987?




I’ll meet you there. Where is it?


And 6:00 is good.





I was nearing the door when I received,




Picking you up, Evan.


Six.


I don’t think it’s fancy.


But I don’t think it’s T and jeans either.





Then,




Mac gave me your address.


See you at 6:00.





Of course she did and of course he was old school too.


No one got picked up for dates anymore.


And now I was stuck for a whole dinner.


It was easier to feign a headache or, better yet, period cramps and duck out if I had my own ride.


“Damn,” I whispered, standing outside the doors to the jail.


I texted,




See you then.


Looking forward to it.





I got back an unconvincing,




Yeah.


Me too.





Now I had to spend at least a couple of hours with this guy rather than snarfing down a quick cone while we mutually agreed we didn’t suit, shaking hands, then I’d go home and give myself a facial or watch some Japanese anime or repeat a binge watch of Fleabag or something.


Ugh.


I entered the jail, did the rigmarole check-in, and while doing it, caught up with Officer Bobbie behind the desk (bad news for Bobbie: her kid had the flu so bad, they had to hospitalize him, good news: he was okay now, and mental note: stop by the jail and give Officer Bobbie something fun to give to her recently very sick kid).


Then, I was sat in front of a video screen and I waited for Mick to appear before I grabbed the handset.


But when he appeared, I didn’t grab the handset.


My heart started beating in a strange way I’d never felt before.


It was like there was nothing in my chest cavity, it was hollow, save my heart, and my heart was thumping in there, all alone.


I snatched the handset so fast, my hand was a blur.


And I nearly came out of my skin listening to the warnings about how the police were recording our visit.


When it was done, his name jumped out of my throat.


“Mick?”


“Hey, Evie,” he said, his voice wrong, wrong, wrong.


Tentative.


Trembling.


Scared.


My cocky, criminal, wastrel, good-time, bad-decisions big brother didn’t get scared.


I leaned forward. “Mick—”


“You’re gonna get a text, honey. Take it, and . . . you know. Just take it and do right by your brother.”


Oh God.


“What?” I asked.


He leaned toward his screen too.


“You...are gonna...get a text, Evie. Take it. And...do right.”


What did that mean?


Before I could find some words to ask him to share in ways that wouldn’t get him into trouble, or later be used to incriminate him, he kept talking.


“I’m counting on you.”


“Mick.”


And then he did not ask me to go to Saul.


He did not say the reasons for his current accommodations were all a mistake.


Or he’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time.


Or they’d brought him in on nonsense to lean on him to rat on someone else.


Or one of the hundred other excuses he used.


He did something that sent ice splinters tearing through my veins.


He pressed his middle three fingers to his lips, then pressed them to the screen, hung up his handset, stood and walked away.




CHAPTER TWO
Urban Outfitters


EVIE


What am I doing?” I asked my reflection as I leaned away from my bathroom mirror and stared at myself.


I was holding a mascara wand in one hand, the tube in the other, and I’d just finished putting on some powder, a little blush, minimal highlights on my cheekbones, under-eye-shadow base over my lids up to my brows to even the skin tone and now mascara.


I didn’t wear makeup unless I was stripping, first, because I had two pounds of makeup on when I danced and that not only felt ick, I figured I was already over my quota, and second, I just didn’t wear makeup.


Okay, lip gloss that was actually lip treatment disguised as lip gloss, of which I had varying colors, but only because this was Denver, Denver was arid, and if I didn’t my lips would be chapped all the time.


So might as well throw a wave at something girlie while I was keeping my skin healthy.


Now, I was going on a date with Lottie’s commando friend and suddenly I was a traditionalist.


Or, probably more accurate, I was going on a blind date with Lottie’s commando friend after my brother freaked me out about some text I’d be getting where I’d have to “do right,” whatever that meant.


And since Mick Gardiner hadn’t done right since he was around the age of two, his version of doing right did not bode well for me.


I’d pushed the wand into the tube and was about to grab a wipe and take all the makeup off, add some moisturizer (again: Denver) and maybe some powder so I wasn’t all shiny, and that was it, when someone knocked on my door.


I looked down at my phone on the basin, touching it to activate the screen.


6:04.


“Hell,” I whispered, tossed the tube in the basket that contained my measly collection of cosmetics, grabbed my lip treatment that was a shade called “buff” and dashed out of the bathroom.


I slicked on the gloss as I shoved my feet in chili-red Rothy’s points, grabbed my blazer that was on the bed and rushed out of my bedroom.


I tossed the blazer on the kitchen counter, the lip gloss on the blazer, at the same time I hesitated because I realized I hadn’t put on any jewelry and considered running back to my room in order to do that really quick.


This was when another knock sounded at the door (apparently Daniel Magnusson was not patient).


This possibility led my mind to race to the hope that, regardless of his apparent impatience, Mag was like Mo.


Maybe not as humongous as Mo (though, that wouldn’t be bad, Mo didn’t seem cuddly as such, more like terrifying and able to tear you limb from limb with his bare hands, but he looked sweet and openly happy anytime Lottie cuddled him).


But definitely as soft-spoken and gentle and loving as Mo was with Lottie.


I mean, it would not suck having a man in my life, that man being like Mo.


I could pay my own bills (and sometimes my mother’s, and a lot of the times, my father’s, this being the reason why it was taking forever to earn my degree—I kept having to sit out semesters because of lack of funds, the sole reason why I stripped, because I didn’t make Lottie-style tips, but strippers at Smithie’s made a bucketload).


I could take out my own trash.


But it’d be nice to have someone around.


Okay, so maybe it would be nice to have someone around to listen to me bitch about my delinquent brother or my user mother and the many times they inveigled (or out-and-out connived) me into getting involved in their messy lives.


But it also would be fun to cook with someone again.


Or have someone to go see movies with, then dissect them after.


Or go out and enjoy some really good food together, good food that came with good conversation.


Or take a vacation and not think of anything but whatever excursion we’d planned that day.


So, all right.


Maybe I should give this a real shot.


Lottie was good people, a good friend, a good woman.


She wouldn’t steer me wrong.


I went to the door, looked out the peephole and froze stiff.


Mo was six five, bald, with unique but handsome features (when you got past the terrifying) and was the aforementioned humongous.


The man outside was not any of that.


He was . . .


He was . . .


I watched as he lifted his hand again to knock, I unfroze, unlocked and threw open the door, blurting, “I forgot to put on jewelry.”


His chin jerked into his throat, his torso swayed back, and his electric-blue eyes did a slow sweep of me, from hair to Rothy’s. Those eyes grew alert, then they grew appreciative, and after that, his mouth curled ever so slowly into a sexy smile.


Ohmigod.


Oh man.


Oh hell.


Damn.


He was . . .


He was . . .


All that dark hair, longish, flipping and curling and falling into his eyes.


Tall, maybe not as tall as Mo, but not too far off.


Way taller than me, and I was five nine.


Fit.


Oh God.


So fit.


Not humongous, but lean, broad of shoulder and chest, trim of waist, and bulky of thighs.


Dark gray trousers, light-blue button-up, and he’d done a French tuck.


The Queer Eye boys would give him an A++++.


“Evan?” he asked.


“Danny?” I mumbled.


“Mag,” he stated.


“Uh . . .” I kept mumbling. “Lottie said—”


“Lottie’s bustin’ my chops,” he told me then softened his next with a grin. “No one calls me Danny but Mo’s sisters and that isn’t at my request.”


“Oh,” I whispered.


“You forgot your jewelry?” he prompted.


My hands flew to my earlobes as I said, “Right. Um, come in. I won’t be a second.”


I stepped back, opening the door wide for him to enter.


He walked in and looked around.


I closed the door.


“Let me guess,” he said as he stopped looking around and turned to me. “You drive a Prius.”


“Well, yeah,” I replied.


He busted out laughing.


My nipples tingled.


Ohmigod.


What was happening?


He was so not my thing.


I was a freak.


I was a geek.


And as such, I was into freaks and geeks.


Stick with what you know.


But the sound of his laughter . . .


The look of it on his face . . .


Okay.


I changed my mind.


I was not giving this a shot.


No.


Absolutely not.


My brother was in jail (again).


My mother was unemployed (again).


My stepfather (this one number two) was undoubtedly stepping out on her (again) so she’d dump him (again) only to take him back (again).


My father was a professional pothead disguised as a guitar teacher, and underlying all of this, for decades, he’d been a grower and dealer. But now, since marijuana was legal, he worked part-time at a dispensary, and he’d started that because he thought he’d get an employee discount but stayed because he enjoyed communing with his brethren.


Last, my little sister spent all her time attempting to garner followers on social media as well as get on reality programs, therefore how she paid her bills, I had no idea, but if my mind went there, it grew troubled.


Oh, and I was going to get some text from someone, and my brother needed me to do right by him, which undoubtedly would not be right by me.


I did not have the time, or the inclination (that last was a bit of a lie) to be charmed by, become besotted with and put the effort into taming a brokenhearted manwhore who was so pretty, my heart wept just watching him laugh.


But in the end, that heart would just be broken.


Because he’d break it.


“What’s funny?” I asked.


“You might have wanted to leave some of the stock of Urban Outfitters for the other nostalgics,” he answered on a grin.


Did he . . .


Actually . . .


Say that?


“Some of it’s from Anthropologie,” I sniffed.


He busted out laughing again.


“And some of it is vintage,” I snapped over his hilarity.


Now, he looked like he was fighting bending double with his amusement.


“What do you drive?” I queried.


“F-250,” he answered, still chucking.


“Sorry?”


“Ford F-250. A truck. A big one. And no, it’s not diesel and it absolutely does not plug into anything.”


I felt my lips thin.


He grinned again.


“I see we’re gonna discuss global warming over dinner,” he noted.


“There’s nothing to discuss. The globe is warming. Thus, we all should take some responsibility for turning that around. End of topic,” I retorted.


He was still grinning when he said, “Chill, Evan. I’m teasing you. Your pad is tight. I like it. And cross my heart,” and he did just this with a very long, well-shaped forefinger, “I put all my leftovers in those reusable ziplocks Mac bought all the guys, and as often as I can, I refuse a straw.”


“The end of the world as we know it isn’t funny,” I informed him.


“I’m not kidding.”


I studied his face in an attempt to ascertain if that was a lie.


He was apparently being honest.


Or he was a good liar.


He smiled at me again and said softly, “Your jewelry.”


“Right,” I muttered, turned and walked back to my bedroom.


My mind ran amok (mostly with thoughts about how soft his hair might be, then trying to stop thoughts of how soft his hair might be) as I put my little gold ball studs in my ears and one midi-ring on my left forefinger that had a line of tiny emeralds across the front.


This completed my outfit of army-green crop pants, gray scoop-necked, relax-fit tee (which I’d also given the French tuck), and the sand-colored blazer I was going to don when I got back to the kitchen.


I walked out and I did so carefully because Mag was still standing in my living room, he was watching me, and I was known to be a klutz and I did not want to date this guy, but I also did not want to make a fool of myself in front of him.


I went to the kitchen to shove my phone and lip gloss in my little bag and put on my blazer.


As my kitchen had a huge opening to the living room over a counter delineated by a column at one end, Mag asked through it, “Did you put on your jewelry?”


“Yes.”


There was a pause then, “Did good, babe. As gorgeous as you are, you don’t need much.”


My fingers stilled.


I wanted to be offended he’d called me “babe” and thought I needed his approval of my accessorizing.


All I could hear was the word “gorgeous.”


And this was the charm I needed to guard against.


The problem with that was it felt too nice aimed my way.


I didn’t know what to do, or say, so I looked down to my bag, fumbled my lip gloss, it fell off the counter, I bent to retrieve it . . .


And then, typical, within minutes of meeting him, I gave him a massive dose of the real Evan Gardiner.


This being, I slammed my forehead into the edge of the counter.


And that hurt.


A lot.


“Shit. Evan,” Mag called.


But I did not reply because I was in the midst of overcompensating the recovery. Staggering back, I slammed into the counter behind me, the edge of it digging painfully into the small of my back, and between the crack on my head making me dizzy and the sting in my back, I went down, flat on my ass.


Fabulous.


Mag was there in what seemed like half a second, crouching beside me, his long, strapping thighs splayed wide, his trousers molded to the curves and dips of his clearly muscular knees, his hand coming toward me.


I started to rear away from it, and he murmured, “Whoa,” and again moved fast so I banged the back of my head into his palm, which cracked against the cupboard.


I heard Nancy Kerrigan’s plaintive cry in my head, but mine had to do with why I’d given in to this date.


“Oh God, sorry,” I muttered, totally mortified.


“Just . . . don’t move,” he ordered, taking control of my chin and lifting it slowly.


I forced my eyes to his face to see him examining my forehead, but that close, I could see how curly his eyelashes were.


Not good.


Because they were awesome.


“Smacked yourself a good one,” he murmured.


Man.


This was just . . .


Humiliating.


“I think you need ice,” he went on.


“I—”


I stopped speaking because he moved fast again, doing this to pick me up.


Pick me up.


One arm under my knees, one at my upper back.


I was so stunned by this maneuver, not only him doing it, but his being able to do it, I said not a word as he walked me to my couch, laid me down on it, then strode back to the kitchen.


I heard the ice machine grinding and then he returned with a bundled dishtowel.


“Lay back,” he demanded.


I reclined against my fringed toss pillows and Mag gently set the bundle on my forehead.


“You need at least fifteen, twenty minutes of that, which means we’re gonna miss our reservation. I’ll order a pizza,” he declared. “Let me guess. Your half, veggie.”


I was not thrilled (at all) that I’d blown this date the way I had.


But one could not say I wasn’t thrilled I’d blown this date and now had a real excuse to get out of it.


In an effort to do that, I peered out from under the towel and started, “Danny—”


“Mag.”


“Sorry.”


“What?”


“What?” I parroted, because he wasn’t close, but he was not far, and I could see how curly his eyelashes were again.


“You said my name.”


“I did?”


His eyes narrowed and he stopped bending over me, holding the ice to my head, and bent into me, pulling the ice away and staring into my eyes.


“What day is it?” he asked.


“Tuesday.”


“Who set us up?”


“Lottie.”


He held three fingers up to my face. “How many fingers do you see?”


“Three, Mag, stop it. I’m okay. I just . . .”


I didn’t finish.


“What?” he asked.


“Just . . .”


I again didn’t finish.


“What, Evan?”


God, really, was he actually that handsome?


And right there, hovering over me, looking concerned, which made him even more handsome?


“Evan?” he called.


“Your eyelashes are very curly,” I whispered.


That was when he did it.


His gaze changed, it was an amazing change I felt in amazing places, it shifted to my mouth, and I felt that too, it was also amazing, and last, he murmured, “Baby.”


“I’m not your baby,” I breathed.


His gaze shifted back to my eyes, and he rumbled, all sexy, hot and sweet, “Oh yeah, you are.”


My toes curled.


“Danny—”


“Mag.”


“Mag, I—”


My phone buzzed with a text.


He looked to the kitchen counter, to me, put the ice back on and ordered, “Hold that.”


I did as told, and he straightened and took the single step it took him with his long-ass legs to get to the counter.


“What the fuck?” he asked.


I kept the ice where it should be but tipped my head to look at him only to see him reading my screen.


Yes.


Reading my screen.


“What are you doing?”


His eyes dropped down to me. “Who you gonna meet at Storage and Such on East Colfax at eleven fuckin’ thirty, Evan?”


Uh-oh.


“Why you gonna meet someone at Storage and Such on East fuckin’ Colfax at eleven fuckin’ thirty?” he continued.


I pushed up and reached out a hand. “Give me my phone.”


“Answer me,” he demanded testily.


I twisted in the couch to put my feet on the floor, saying, “I’ve known you all of ten minutes. You can’t read my texts and it’s none of your business who I meet where.”


“You got a situation?” he asked.


I didn’t.


My brother obviously did.


“No,” I semi-lied.


“You keep bad company?” he asked.


I didn’t.


But my brother totally did.


“No,” I did not lie, though I had a feeling, if I went to Storage and Such on East Colfax, I would be.


My phone chimed again with another text and his eyes went direct to it.


Now . . .


Really.


I stood, pulling the ice off my head and snapping, “Danny!”


He looked to me and growled, “It says meet outside unit six and come alone.”


I slowly closed my eyes and let my head fall back.


“Evan.”


He was still growling.


I said nothing.


Come alone.


Mick, what mess are you in now? I thought.


“Evie,” Mag clipped.


I opened my eyes and righted my head.


“There’s a favor I need to do for my brother.”


“At eleven thirty on East Colfax?”


I tipped my head to the side and shrugged, but that was a sham seeing as a chill was racing up my spine.


“Lie down. Ice on,” he bit out.


“Danny—”


“Lie your ass down and get that ice back to that bump, Evie, then we’ll talk.”


“We won’t talk, you’ll just go. Obviously, the date’s off for this evening. We’ll reschedule.”


Or we would not.


“Mac says you’re a genius,” he announced, apropos of nothing.


I blinked and asked, “What?”


“Lottie. She says you’re a genius.”


Wow.


That was nice.


“She says you told her that you took apart a radio, and put it back together,” he carried on. “When you were six.”


I did do that.


My mother thought I was a freak.


My father bought every broken radio he could find at thrift shops, brought them home, made me fix them, then sold them at triple what he bought them for.


I didn’t, incidentally, see a dime of those earnings.


I was six, but, you know, allowance.


Maybe?


Mag continued talking.


“So, genius, look at my face and tell me if I’m leaving.”


I looked at his face.


I then became suddenly exhausted as the weight of my visit with my brother and all that might mean settled hard on my shoulders, and I decided to stretch out on my couch and put the ice on my head.


“Good call,” he muttered.


One could say I was correct in my concerns about Daniel Magnusson.


I didn’t know if he was toxic.


But he was a bossy damned alpha.


And meddling.


“I don’t like you,” I told the ceiling.


“You like my eyelashes,” he said as I heard him settle in my armchair.


I made no reply.


“Talk to me,” he demanded.


I sighed.


Then I stated, “I think my brother is in a bit of a bind.”


“And this requires you to go to Storage and Such in the dead of night?”


Hmm.


The crack to my head was wearing off (though the humiliation lingered), and as it was, I was belatedly sensing this might be a boon.


I got the impression he liked me.


Even if I was a freak and a geek.


Even if I got snippy about global warming (as one should).


Even if I cracked my head on the counter and landed on my ass in my kitchen.


Even if I was not at one with some guy I barely knew helping himself to my texts.


But first date already ruined, it would be annihilated if he knew about my family.


He’d never want to see me again.


I slid my eyes his way. “My brother can’t go as he’s incarcerated.”


Mag just stared at me.


“And my father can’t go because my brother and my father haven’t talked to each other in five years due to the fact they’re the same person in two different bodies and evidence suggests they don’t like themselves all that well, seeing as they carry on doing stupid, risky, escapist stuff. So, onward from that, they hate each other’s guts.”


Mag said not a word.


“And my mother can’t go because she’s probably stalking my stepfather, who’s probably out with a woman who is not his wife, and she’s desperate to catch him so she can do what she enjoys the most. Screeching, throwing dishes, acting like the wronged woman when he’s cheated on her countless times before, and she took him back, and generally causing a scene that may, or may not, end in the cops breaking it up.”


Mag remained quiet.


“And my sister can’t go because she’s likely deep in the throes of strategizing an epic selfie that she’ll post to her over twenty thousand followers, of whom she personally knows maybe fifty. This in her drive to become an online personality to A, garner her own reality program or B, get her cast in a current or future reality program or C, garner sponsors that will allow her to make taking selfies her profession.”


He spoke then.


But not to share his hasty goodnight before he beat his retreat.


He asked a question and proved he had a one-track mind; it just wasn’t the usual track.


“And what favor does your brother need you to do, meetin’ someone at Storage and Such on East Colfax?”


I closed my eyes and answered, “I don’t know.”


“You’re not going.”


My chest jolted at this implacable statement, and I opened my eyes and slid them back to him before I shared, “I’m not a massive fan of bossy dudes.”


“And I’m not a massive fan of women doing stupid shit out of the kindness of their hearts that ends with them getting their asses in slings.”


Well then.


There wasn’t much response to that.


Except . . .


“Danny, I barely know you, you can’t tell me what to do.” I lifted my free hand his way when it appeared he was going to speak. “And even if I knew you for years and we were the best of friends, you still couldn’t tell me what to do.”


“Evie, nothing good can happen at a Storage and Such at eleven thirty at night.”


He was undoubtedly not wrong.


But as gorgeous as he was, I suddenly did not see him.


I saw my brother, his manner, heard his voice.


And I knew, even though I really, really (really) did not want to, my brother was a fuckup, but he was my brother.


Which meant I was going to Storage and Such that night.


“Evie,” he whispered.


I focused on him and saw clear as day written on his face that he’d somehow read my mind.


“I’m going with you,” he declared.


Oh no he wasn’t.


“You can’t. They said come alone,” I pointed out.


“Do you know what I do?” he asked.


“You’re a commando.”


His lips quirked.


And.


Dayum.


How had I not yet noticed his lips?


Also, why did God want to punish me so much that I was now, when I’d decided he and I weren’t happening, noticing his lips?


Lips that were better than his eyelashes.


Better than his hair!


“I’m not a commando,” he told me.


I was oddly disappointed in receiving this knowledge.


“As such,” he finished.


I perked up.


“What I do . . .” He moved his head on his neck in a strange way that had me captivated, before he shared, “This is like, sixth or seventh date stuff. Maybe ninth or tenth.”


Oh boy.


I sensed a girl could be highly addicted to Daniel “Mag” Magnusson by the sixth or seventh date.


Definitely the ninth or tenth.


By that time, she’d put up with anything.


“Anyway,” he said. “I can’t tell you what it is, exactly, that I do.”


Oh boy.


“Seriously?” I asked.


“Missions are confidential. All of them.”


“Missions?”


He nodded.


Missions.


“Oh boy,” I whispered.


“It’s rarely dangerous,” he stated.


“All right,” I mumbled.


“Well, more accurately, occasionally it’s dangerous.”


I stared at him with my mouth open.


“I might be able to say it’s a bodyguard gig or . . . other, but not with any detail.”


I continued to stare at him.


He cleared his throat. “Getting to the point, I can go with you and they won’t know I went with you.”


“How would you do that?”


He grinned. “We like to use words like ‘covert,’ but mostly, I’d hide from a vantage that I could keep an eye on you.”


As I was still staring at him, somehow, I read that he was feeding me a line, being cute in order to get his way.


“Forgive me for saying this, but that doesn’t sound like the most comprehensive of plans.”


“I’m really good at hiding.”


I bet he was.


He wasn’t finished.


“And I have a gun in my truck.”


Oh boy.


“I’m also not a big fan of guns,” I shared.


“I’m not surprised,” he muttered.


“My brother has a particular skill with messing up his life, but I can’t believe he’d put me in any real danger.”


“How about you go in with backup anyway.”


“Danny—”


“Mag.”


“Mag—”


He leaned toward me and cut me off.


“This is the deal, Evan. No matter what, I’m gonna be at Storage and Such at eleven thirty. You kick me out of your place now, I’m also gonna put in a call that will mean I can read your texts and listen into any phone conversations so I can see or hear if you try to change plans, and then I’ll be there. So let’s just order pizza, eat it, get to know each other a little bit, then hit my place so I can bulk up on ammo and get a secondary weapon before we go out to Colfax and do this shit.”


I could not believe what I just heard.


And shockingly, what I couldn’t believe was not the part about ammo and secondary weapons.


“You would invade my privacy like that?”


“Yup,” he said without delay.


“That’s . . . that’s . . . ” I turned to my side and got up on an elbow, keeping the ice to my head, “indescribably uncool.”


“From my perspective, I’m tryin’ to be a good guy. I’m offering to look out for you, help you out, make it so you don’t have to go it alone, so I think it’d be ‘indescribably uncool’ if you put me in a position to have to invade your privacy.”


“That’s a convenient twist,” I bit out.


His rather attractive brows shot up. “You have no qualms with goin’ to some storage place at eleven thirty at night?”


I was trying not to think about doing that.


In fact, I was focusing on this insane conversation in order not to think about doing that.


He read that in my face too, I knew it when he muttered, “Right.”


I glared at him.


Then I plopped to my back and closed my eyes, declaring, “I’m done talking to you. Like . . . for forever.”


“So, veggie for your side of the pizza?”


I hated veggie pizza.


Soggy onions?


Yuck.


“Sausage and pepperoni,” I mumbled.


He sounded amused when he noted, “Your silent treatment doesn’t last long.”


“I’m talking to the ceiling,” I told the ceiling.


“Is sixty bucks gonna fall outta the ceiling to pay for the pizza?”


Say what?


I opened my eyes and tipped my head to look at him again.


“What pizza costs sixty bucks?” I asked.


Grinning at me, he lifted his long, attractive forefinger upward and said, “The ceiling’s that way.”


I rolled my eyes and plopped again to my back.


“And we’re also getting boneless wings, cheesy bread and cannoli,” he informed me.


It was good we weren’t ever going to go on an actual date, or anything beyond that, because it was obvious if we did, I’d probably have to buy workout clothes.


One thing was certain, he didn’t simply consume protein shakes and unseasoned lean meats.


I heard a rustling, which I assumed was him getting out his phone.


“Evie,” he called.


When being forced to eat veggie pizza was not on the table, I was back to the silent treatment.


“Evie,” he called again.


Great eyelashes.


Great hair.


Great lips.


Great fingers.


And he had a great voice, especially when he said my name.


I let out an exasperated breath.


Fingers curled around my wrist, the ice was pulled away, and I had another close-up of his eyelashes because he was bent to my face.


Ugh.


“I know what she told you,” he said.


I forgot my silent treatment and asked, “Who?”


“Mac.”


I remembered my silent treatment.


“She told you that you needed to sort my shit.”


I stared into his eyes.


Was that blue even natural?


It was impossible!


“But all that shit you spewed about your family,” he went on, and I tensed, but he smiled. Wide and white. “Mac is no fool. This isn’t about you sorting my shit. It’s her setting me up to sort yours.”


This, I did not put past Lottie.


And thus, I decided, when I saw her again, Lottie would be getting my silent treatment.


Though, hopefully I’d be better at it by that time.


I wanted to be wrong, but I was pretty sure I growled.


That only made him grin even wider before he touched my nose with his finger (touched my nose!), put the ice back and disappeared from view.


I heard nothing until I heard his phone clatter on my coffee table.


He then said, “I got us cheesecake too.”


Gluh.


I had, until then, prided myself that I never, not ever, put on a pair of yoga pants.


But Athleta, here I come.


“Now, babe,” he continued, his voice fading in the direction of my kitchen, “you got any beer?”




CHAPTER THREE
Storage and Such


EVIE


I’d fallen asleep.


Not good.


But before that happened, Mag had done an about-face after he found I had beer (though I didn’t like to think of it as beer, as such, considering it was only technically beer seeing as it was ale) and brought us both opened bottles.


It was then, proving he could be a decent guy, or at least he could pretend to be one, he’d shared that on any normal first date that was going to last at least six hours, for some of it, we’d be engaged in activities that didn’t require us carrying on a conversation to get to know each other better.


I ignored his double entendre after he suggested we eat pizza while we watched a movie.


I could use a reprieve from his attention, so I’d jumped on that with barely veiled enthusiasm.


Something he found amusing, and didn’t hide, so I hid how I liked that I amused him.


After I agreed, I ignored the squishy, warm feeling I felt when he asked if I’d seen any of the John Wick movies, saying he’d seen them all, but wouldn’t mind watching them again.


I’d seen them all.


And wouldn’t mind watching them again.


This indicating we might have the same taste in films, which, for me, was huge.


I then was forced to converse with him while icing my forehead and alternately sipping the beer he’d brought me.


During this, I learned his parents were still together, he had a younger sister, they all still lived back in Minnesota where he’d grown up, and his younger sister was imminently marrying a guy Mag was not altogether fond of.


He did not dive deep into that.


He also shared, not surprisingly, he was a high school football star who a couple of colleges had wanted to give a scholarship.


But as he had not been “super hyped to spend another minute in a classroom,” he’d gone against his parents’ wishes and enlisted in the Marines.


However, parlaying this information changed his affect so much, seeing it manifest itself in pretty much every inch of his frame, specifically his expression, I felt my stomach twist.


He did not delve deeply into that either.


This instead led him to ending the conversation, rising from his chair, checking my bump, muttering, “I think we kicked the swelling,” and thus, he took away the ice.


All the way.


Meaning, he took it to the kitchen and dealt with it.


I didn’t have to move.


Shortly after, the pizza arrived.


Totally 1987, Mag refused to allow me to give him any money to pitch in for the food.


Though mostly sweet, he only argued for a couple minutes about me renting the movie.


I did not keep a normal, healthy schedule. My stripper work started at seven at night, ended at two thirty in the morning, and the various other jobs, both paid and unpaid, that I had besides kept me on the go.


So, in the end, it was fortunate that Mag decided not to invade my space on the couch and instead eat his pizza and watch the movie in my armchair, because I fell asleep on my couch.


Mag woke me by calling my name, and when I opened my eyes, I saw his eyelashes because he was again bent close to me.


Thus ensued another squishy feeling.


“Sorry, babe, we gotta get going,” he said quietly. “It’s ten and we need to swing by my place, get my gear, get you kitted, and I gotta have time to recon that facility. I’ve never been there before.”


I didn’t get a chance to ask what getting me “kitted” meant or apologize for falling asleep on him.


That said, he didn’t seem upset I had.


He seemed mellow and relaxed, and I didn’t want to, but I liked that he seemed that way with me in my space after only knowing me a couple of hours, some of that time I’d been sparring with him, some of it making an idiot of myself, some of it asleep.


He continued speaking.


“You’ll have to be seen going in alone, so we need to take two cars. You can follow me to my place.”


With that, he took my hand and tugged me out of the couch.


I then drowsily went about the business of putting on my shoes that I’d obviously kicked off in my sleep, donning my blazer, grabbing my phone, bag and keys, and mindlessly swiping on another coat of lip gloss.


Though I became mindful of this when I noticed Mag watching me do it, and he was watching appreciatively.


I tucked my lip gloss in my bag, followed him out, locked my door and then we got in our respective vehicles and I followed him to his place.


He guided me to guest parking, parked somewhere else, then joined me at my car and took me up to his condo in LoHi.


I was coming back to myself, digging out from under all the shit that was clouding my brain, and during the drive, I’d realized my mistake in sharing with him all the things I’d shared, primarily about my family.


I should have been niceish, but aloof in a way that could be construed as borderline impolite, which no man would want, instead of mysterious, which I figured a man like Mag might take as a challenge.


However, I did not do this.


So, I decided to start.


ASAP.


What did not occur to me during the drive from my oldish apartment complex in Platt Park—which was a two-story rectangle with entries to the units on exposed walkways on the inside of the structure, these surrounded a pool that someone had jazzed up and included a communal grilling-and-hanging-out area and a lot of tall, shady trees—was that I didn’t have to follow him.


It was hours after receiving those texts.


I didn’t know how long it would take Mag to set up hacking my phone, but with less time to do it, maybe I could have gotten away with getting away from him.


Something I could easily do in my car by simply driving away from him.


Instead, I followed him to his newish, sleek, modern, hip condo complex in one of the trendiest neighborhoods in Denver.


And there I stood by his massive kitchen island, staring at his living room that was filled with sleek, modern, hip furniture.


He was in his bedroom, out of which, right then, he emerged.


I ignored the gun in a shoulder holster that was now marring his awesome light-blue button-up, as well as what looked like two extra gun clips hooked to his belt.


Instead, I watched him throw a jacket on the island out of which he pulled a tangle of wire.


“You have exceptional taste in home décor,” I shared.


His head came up from his detangling duties and he grinned at me.


Evie, stop making the man smile, I chastised myself as my breasts swelled in response to that smile. Making him smile is not borderline impolite. It’s FLIRTING.


“It’s all Mo’s,” he informed me. “My shit, after the breakup, I put in storage. When Mo moved in with Mac, he didn’t need this stuff anymore, so I sold my crap, because it was crap, bought his, and before you get any ideas, Mo didn’t pick it either. He engineered a personal shopper, some lady who worked at some furniture store, and she did it.”


“I cannot imagine how it would reflect poorly on Mo that he’s able to select a couch,” I noted.


He looked down to his wires, stating, “Yeah, well, you don’t have a dick.”


“I know many men who come with that equipment who have opinions on couches,” I retorted.


His head came up and he grinned at me again.


Stupid Evie!


I decided it was time to get into his shoulder holster and ammo clips.


“Just to say,” I dipped my head to his chest, “we’re not facing a zombie apocalypse.”


Okay.


What was with me?


It seemed I just couldn’t help myself.


Because he started chuckling, I started reacting to his chuckles in a variety of warm ways in a variety of places in my body, all precisely as I’d intended.


He began to round the island to come to me.


“In my life, I’ve learned you can’t be too safe,” he said dauntingly, then held up the wire that looked, at one end, to have a small microphone, and at the other, a small transmitter.


Uh-oh.


“Danny,” I stated warningly.


I said no more because I didn’t intend to say anything else. I thought my warning tone should suffice.


But more, he appeared like he was going to say something before his head ticked, his gaze on me warmed, his mouth grew soft, and he stared at me for a full five seconds like he was a doting boyfriend and I was his doted-upon girlfriend.


This caused havoc on my insides, and I was grateful to him for finally speaking because it meant I had something else to focus on.


“I’m gonna wire you, Evie, so I can not only see what’s goin’ down but hear it.”


“I don’t think—”


He interrupted me.


“Babe, let me look after you.”


It was then what was happening, what he was intent on doing, and clearly intent on doing thoroughly, fully dawned on me.


And it felt like something had come up from his cement floors and clamped on my feet, rooting me to the spot as I stared up at him.


No one . . .


Not ever . . .


In my life . . .


Had looked after me.


No one.


“Now, I’m not bein’ fresh,” he said, “but I need to reach up your shirt and position this.” He gestured with the microphone. “I get it in place, you hold it there, we’ll tape it and stow the transmitter. You got your shirt untucked at the back, your blazer on, he’ll never see. Yeah?”


I nodded slowly.


“Untuck the front of your tee, Evie,” he ordered.


I did as told.


And, man.


You had to hand it to him.


He ducked his hand under my shirt fast. He then slid the microphone under the clasp at the front of my bra fast as well. And he did all of this staring right into my eyes, his gaze attentive, his manner efficient.


“Hold that, babe,” he murmured.


I lifted a hand and held the microphone in position over my T-shirt.


He pulled his hand out, reached for some tape, ripped off a small piece and then ducked back in.


I took my hand away, Mag kept hold of my eyes as he smoothed the tape over the wire in a practiced manner that took only a few seconds, then his hand was gone.


He gave me the transmitter.


“Hook that to your belt at the back. Turn it on. Cover it with your shirt. I’m gonna go into my room, close the door. We’ll test here and we’ll test again at the location. You’ll switch that on prior to turning into the parking lot. If he’s watching you, I don’t want him to see you anywhere, in or out of your car, reaching to your back. With me?”


I nodded again.


“Turn it on, hook it to your jeans, and go to Mo’s old room.” He indicated a door behind me that was closed.


He then strapped on a minimal, wireless headset that wrapped around the back of his head that did not make him look like my ex when he had his headset on while he was gaming.


Something I thought was cute, at first.


Way not cute later.


On Mag, it was just hot.


“Go, honey,” he ordered gently.


I switched on the transmitter, hooked it on my waistband at the back and headed to Mo’s old room.


Behind the closed door, feeling kinda like an idiot, but still trying to make a joke (which, yes, would mean making him laugh, gah!) I said, “Testing, testing. Sibilance. Sibilance.”


I then stood there, definitely like an idiot, because I was hoping I was transmitting, but I had no idea if I was, because I couldn’t receive.


Did I open the door to call out and say I’d transmitted?


Apparently not.


For the door opened and Mag, with his jacket on and his hand still on the knob, swung his torso in.


“We’re a go,” he declared. “Let’s bounce. I’ll lead you to safe parking where you can hang while I do a drive-by of the locale. I’ll text when it’s good for you to go in.”


I dropped my eyes to my chili-red Rothy’s and started walking his way, saying, “Okay.”


“Evie.”


I stopped and looked up to him to see he had not moved.


“I got you covered,” he assured.


He had me covered.


Man.


I nodded.


Then I blurted, “I’m sorry I fell asleep on you. It wasn’t you, or John Wick. It’s just . . . I keep odd hours and I don’t get many chances to sleep.”


“Don’t think about it another second,” he said softly.


“Okay,” I whispered.


“Let’s get this done,” he murmured.


I took in a deep breath, let it go, and nodded again.


* * *


As I sat in a fully lit parking lot of a Burger King on Colfax, I was rethinking my relationship with my brother.


I truly did not believe that Mick would ever do anything that would put me into danger.


Except, I felt in danger.


And the question had to be asked.


Did one make someone they loved feel something like that?


My phone sounded and I jumped so bad, where I hit my back earlier on the counter stung and the dull pain in my forehead thrummed.


The screen declared the call was from Mag.


I picked it up and engaged.


“Okay, I’m having second thoughts,” I said as greeting.


Mag said nothing.


“You don’t know my brother,” I told him. “And I can understand, considering the current situation, which is highly unusual for a first date, or any date, though that might just be my experience. You’re a commando. You use the word ‘mission’ when speaking of your employment. Perhaps this isn’t out of the ordinary for you. But for me, it is. And I can get why you might not think well of my brother considering what we’re currently doing.”


“Evan—”


“But he’s a good guy. We . . .” I decided not to get into the whole sad story and adjusted my stream of blathering. “He’s messed up but he’s a good guy, but . . . I just . . .” My voice dipped. “I don’t wanna be here, Danny.”


He finally spoke and he did it gently.


“Baby, it’s not me who wanted to do this. You wanna bag, I’m down.”


“He was scared,” I blurted. “In lockup. During our visit. He’s always cocky. But he wasn’t cocky. He was scared.”


Mag hesitated a moment before he said, “This is your call, Evie. I’m with you either way. I’m in position, and from the minute you turn in, I’ll have eyes on you and whatever happens, if you need me, I can get to you fast. Or I can bug out. Totally your decision.”


“What if . . . if I don’t do this and something bad happens to Mick?”


Mag’s hesitation was a lot longer that time.


And then he spoke.


“I’ve known you five hours, Evan. I do not know your brother. I got no foundation in this. No position to defend. But from my standpoint, as it is, it hasn’t changed from the beginning. Whatever he got himself into, honey, it’s not up to you to get him out. It’s his. He has to own it and that includes owning the consequences.”


“But he’s my brother.”


Mag said nothing.


So, I prompted, “Danny?”


“Fuck,” I heard him mutter.


“What?” I asked.


“I’d do anything for my brothers,” he said, and even over the phone, I could tell he didn’t want to say it.


Fuck was right.


I straightened my spine, felt a tinge again where I hit it earlier, but ignored it and stated, “Okay, let’s just get this done.”


“You’ll be good, Evie.”


I nodded even though he couldn’t see me.


“I will,” I agreed. “Thanks. And just . . . thanks. I know I wasn’t real gracious about this earlier but I’m, well . . .” Damn it all, I had to say it. “I’m glad you’re here.”


“No issues, babe. Now, you got ten minutes to get here, it’s a five-minute drive, and I don’t think, if he’s casing the joint, he’ll balk you got here early. But I want you here so I have an eye on you.”


My blood pressure spiked, and I spoke words I never in my life thought I’d say unless I was playing an RPG. “If he’s casing the joint, he might have seen you positioning.”


“He didn’t see me positioning.”


“But what if—”


“Honey, baby, Evie, get this. He did not see me positioning.”


I shut up, and this was partly to do with him clearly wanting me to let it go, partly to do with his utter confidence in his abilities, something that shared he was highly skilled in those abilities, and partly to do with double-barrel endearments before my name that were said gentle, but exasperated, and that was cute, and hot.


Damn.


“All right,” I muttered.


“Hit it. You get a bad vibe, you bail. I got you covered. You with me?”


“Yes.”


“Right. Go. Phone in your back pocket. Keys in your hand. You get out of your car, do not take your bag.”


“Okay.”


“You got this, Evie.”


I had everything.


Always.


Though now, for the first time, I had backup.


“Right,” I said.


“Go with your gut. Do not hesitate. Your gut tells you something, you do it. I got eyes on you, and however it goes down, we’ll deal, or we’ll rendezvous where we need to rendezvous. All right?”


“Yeah.”


“Turn on the transmitter and mute your phone then talk to me.”


I did as told.


I unmuted my phone and asked, “Got me?”


“Got you.”


Oh boy.


Those two words settled, and I had no control over how deep they went.


Which, by the by, was deep.


“See you soon, baby,” he said.


“Okay, Danny.”


I could swear I heard him mutter, “Fuck me, I like that from her,” before he disconnected.


I tucked my phone in my back pocket, got my keys from my bag and started up my car.


I spoke to him as I drove to the Storage and Such because I was nervous, because he might expect it so he knew we were still connected, and last, because I wanted that link.


No.


Needed it.


I didn’t say much of anything except what I was doing.


Like,


“Pulling out of the parking spot now.”


And,


“Indicating to get onto Colfax now.”


Etcetera.


I then pulled into the Storage and Such (telling Mag I was doing that) and I did it with my heart beating hard.


Man, oh man, did Mick owe me for this.


Seriously.


The Storage and Such was not well lit.


But I found unit six and stopped beside it.


I stayed in my car, letting it idle.


“I’m not a fan of letting a car idle,” I told Mag, then realized if I was being watched, they might see my lips move.


I quit talking.


I tried to distract myself with looking around, attempting to figure out where Mag was hiding (he was right, I could not see him anywhere at all, and there weren’t a lot of hiding places), assessing the distance and then calculating the time it would take for him to get to me.


I decided there were four different hiding places, and taking into account an average “fast” hundred-meter run (which I assumed Danny could pull off) was about fourteen seconds—and there were other parameters, including the fact he might have to get down from a roof—he could make it to me in between 0.27 and 1.23 minutes.


I could probably hold my own for 0.27 minutes.


I just hoped he wasn’t on a roof.


I got bored with this and snapped, “He’s late,” when my clock struck 11:37.


Two minutes later, a black car with a hood so long, I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen that long of a hood, rounded me at my side and angled in front of me before it stopped.


“Shit, shit, shit,” I hissed. “Why is he cutting me off?”


I needed an earbud.


Mag didn’t offer an earbud.


This dude would probably see an earbud, which was likely why Mag didn’t offer one.


Shit, shit, shit.


The guy in the long car got out.


He was tall, skinny, white, and dressed in jeans and a shirt I couldn’t see very well because it was covered by a big leather jacket.


Slowly, I switched off my car and got out too.


I left my bag behind.


But I had my keys in my hand.


He did not hesitate to walk to me.


I braced.


Mag was out there, watching.


He had me.


I had this.


“Evan Gardiner?” he asked.


“Yes,” I answered.


“Twenty-two left, thirty-eight right, seventeen left. Trader Joe’s bag. Grab it. Keep it safe. I’ll text you in a couple of days with instructions.”


He then turned to walk away.


Wait.


What?


“Hey!” I cried, starting to follow him.


He turned back. “Twenty-two left, thirty-eight right, seventeen left.” He jerked his head to the sliding steel door on unit six. A door that had a combination lock on it. “Trader Joe’s bag. Keep it safe, Gardiner. Or Mick’s got problems.”


With that, he got in his car, reversed a little, then his massive vehicle chugged forward and rounded the units at the other end, disappearing.


I muttered to myself, “Twenty-two left, thirty-eight right, seventeen left,” as I approached the door.


I had to shove my keys in my pocket and get out my phone to engage the flashlight to open the lock.


This I did, and it made a huge, loud ruckus as I lifted the door.


The contents were shadowed, but I could tell there were a lot.


I swung my flashlight around, found a switch, flipped it, there was a hum and recalcitrant tube lights overhead came on. I entered just as my phone rang.


I dug it out of my back pocket, saw it was Mag, engaged and put it to my ear, searching for a Trader Joe’s bag.


“Okay, that wasn’t too bad,” I said.


“Nab the bag, do not look in it, put it in your car, and go. I’ll meet you at your place. I’m in position until you pull out,” he stated, and I didn’t know him very well, but he didn’t sound happy.


He also didn’t wait for me to confirm.


He disconnected.


It appeared this guy, or Mick, or someone collected a lot of junk.


And thus, it was not easy finding the Trader Joe’s bag.


Though I found it in an old cooler.


Mag (and possibly others) was watching so I didn’t look in it. I just grabbed it, found it wasn’t heavy, but it made a noise that didn’t make me very happy. In fact, it made my breathing go wonky.


But I got out of there, pulled the door down, locked it, entered my car, stowed the bag, and got the hell out of there.


I drove five miles under the speed limit on the way home, which might be stupid, but I was freaked and I didn’t want to be freaked and in an accident where someone would find whatever was in that bag in my car and I might end up in the hospital.


And after that the pokey.


I needed to focus on something, which I decided, for once, would be my driving.


I would find Mag drove a lot faster for he left his position and he was on my tail the last five miles of the drive.


I swung into my covered spot.


He swung into a guest spot.


When I met him with the bag, he took it from me, and we both jogged up the steps to my second-floor pad.


I let us in.


He closed and locked the door behind us.


He then put the bag on my coffee table, and I stood beside him as he pulled out a wad of plastic sheeting that was stuffed in the top. Sheeting that would remain on this earth long after I was gone, and in its lifetime probably suffocate a number of dolphins.


But, for once, I had no mind to that.


What I heard bouncing around in that bag Mag reached in and pulled out.


A prescription pill bottle.


“Oxy,” he growled.


Oh no.


No, no, no, no, no.


He was peering into the bag as he declared, “There’s gotta be twenty, thirty bottles in there.”


He reached back in and pulled out a little baggie filled with milk-colored crystals.


“Ice,” Mag bit off. “Meth,” he said when I did nothing but stare at him.


“Oh no,” I whispered. “No, no, no, no, no.”


“There’s maybe a hundred of these in there,” he shared.


Oh God.


“And this,” he stated, reaching in and pulling out a brick of white covered in plastic wrap and crisscrossed with duct tape.


I’d seen those before.


In movies.


“Coke,” he grunted unhappily. “Two of these in there.”


I closed my eyes.


I opened them and quipped, “Man, you can get a lot of drugs in a Trader Joe’s bag.”


“This is not funny, Evan,” he clipped.


I pressed my lips together.


He was right.


So right.


Something else.


My brother was totally down with putting me in a dangerous situation.


I had never done drugs.


Considering my father, I’d never even smoked pot.


Except for my father’s (and brother’s and sometimes stepdad’s) pot, I’d never even seen any illegal drugs.
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